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Preface 

I wish I could say that writing this book was a labor of love; it was not that for a 
single moment of the two years it took to complete. First of all, it was emotionally 
painful to review all of the videotapes from the Stanford Prison Experiment (SPE) 
and to read over and over the typescripts prepared from them. Time had dimmed 
my memory of the extent of creative evil in which many of the guards engaged, 
the extent of the suffering of many of the prisoners, and the extent of my pas­
sivity in allowing the abuses to continue for as long as I did—an evil of inaction. 

I had also forgotten that the first part of this book was actually begun thirty 
years ago under contract from a different publisher. However, I quit shortly after 
beginning to write because I was not ready to relive the experience while I was still 
so close to it. I am glad that I did not hang in and force myself to continue writing 
then because this is the right time. Now I am wiser and able to bring a more ma­
ture perspective to this complex task. Further, the parallels between the abuses at 
Abu Ghraib and the events in the SPE have given our Stanford prison experience 
added validity, which in turn sheds light on the psychological dynamics that con­
tributed to creating horrific abuses in that real prison. 

A second emotionally draining obstacle to writing was becoming personally 
and intensely involved in fully researching the Abu Ghraib abuses and tortures. 
As an expert witness for one of the MP prison guards, I became more like an in­
vestigative reporter than a social psychologist. I worked at uncovering everything 
I could about this young man, from intensive interviews with him and conversa­
tions and correspondence with his family members to checking on his back­
ground in corrections and in the military, as well as with other military personnel 
who had served in that dungeon. I came to feel what it was like to walk in his boots 
on the Tier 1A night shift from 4 P.M. to 4 A.M. every single night for forty nights 
without a break. 

As an expert witness testifying at his trial to the situational forces that con-
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tributed to the specific abuses he had perpetrated, I was given access to all of the 
many hundreds of digitally documented images of depravity. That was an ugly 
and unwelcomed task. In addition, I was provided with all of the then-available 
reports from various military and civilian investigating committees. Because I 
was told that I would not be allowed to bring detailed notes to the trial, I had to 
memorize as many of their critical features and conclusions as I could. That cog­
nitive challenge added to the terrific emotional strain that arose after Sergeant 
Ivan "Chip" Frederick was given a harsh sentence and I became an informal psy­
chological counselor for him and his wife, Martha. Over time, I became, for them, 
"Uncle Phil." 

I was doubly frustrated and angry, first by the military's unwillingness to ac­
cept any of the many mitigating circumstances I had detailed that had directly 
contributed to his abusive behavior and should have reduced his harsh prison 
sentence. The prosecutor and judge refused to consider any idea that situational 
forces could influence individual behavior. Theirs was the standard individualism 
conception that is shared by most people in our culture. It is the idea that the fault 
was entirely "dispositional," the consequence of Sergeant Chip Frederick's freely 
chosen rational decision to engage in evil. Added to my distress was the realiza­
tion that many of the "independent" investigative reports clearly laid the blame 
for the abuses at the feet of senior officers and on their dysfunctional or "absentee 
landlord" leadership. These reports, chaired by generals and former high-ranking 
government officials, made evident that the military and civilian chain of com­
mand had built a "bad barrel" in which a bunch of good soldiers became trans­
formed into "bad apples." 

Had I written this book shortly after the end of the Stanford Prison Experiment, 
I would have been content to detail the ways in which situational forces are more 
powerful than we think, or that we acknowledge, in shaping our behavior in 
many contexts. However, I would have missed the big picture, the bigger power for 
creating evil out of good—that of the System, the complex of powerful forces that 
create the Situation. A large body of evidence in social psychology supports the 
concept that situational power triumphs over individual power in given contexts. 
I refer to that evidence in several chapters. However, most psychologists have 
been insensitive to the deeper sources of power that inhere in the political, eco­
nomic, religious, historic, and cultural matrix that defines situations and gives 
them legitimate or illegitimate existence. A full understanding of the dynamics of 
human behavior requires that we recognize the extent and limits of personal 
power, situational power, and systemic power. 

Changing or preventing undesirable behavior of individuals or groups re­
quires an understanding of what strengths, virtues, and vulnerabilities they 
bring into a given situation. Then, we need to recognize more fully the complex of 
situational forces that are operative in given behavioral settings. Modifying them, 
or learning to avoid them, can have a greater impact on reducing undesirable in-
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dividual reactions than remedial actions directed only at changing the people in 
the situation. That means adopting a public health approach in place of the stan­
dard medical model approach to curing individual ills and wrongs. However, un­
less we become sensitive to the real power of the System, which is invariably 
hidden behind a veil of secrecy, and fully understand its own set of rules and regu­
lations, behavioral change will be transient and situational change illusory. 
Throughout this book, I repeat the mantra that attempting to understand the 
situational and systemic contributions to any individual's behavior does not ex­
cuse the person or absolve him or her from responsibility in engaging in immoral, 
illegal, or evil deeds. 

In reflecting on the reasons that I have spent much of my professional career 
studying the psychology of evil—of violence, anonymity, aggression, vandalism, 
torture, and terrorism—I must also consider the situational formative force act­
ing upon me. Growing up in poverty in the South Bronx, New York City, ghetto 
shaped much of my outlook on life and my priorities. Urban ghetto life is all about 
surviving by developing useful "street-smart" strategies. That means figuring out 
who has power that can be used against you or to help you, whom to avoid, and 
with whom you should ingratiate yourself. It means deciphering subtle situa­
tional cues for when to bet and when to fold, creating reciprocal obligations, and 
determining what it takes to make the transition from follower to leader. 

In those days, before heroin and cocaine hit the Bronx, ghetto life was about 
people without possessions, about kids whose most precious resource in the ab­
sence of toys and technologies was other kids to play with. Some of these kids be­
came victims or perpetrators of violence; some kids I thought were good ended up 
doing some really bad things. Sometimes it was apparent what the catalyst was. 
For instance, consider Donny's father, who punished him for any perceived 
wrongdoing by stripping him naked and making him kneel on rice kernels in the 
bathtub. This "father as torturer" was at other times charming, especially around 
the ladies who lived in the tenement. As a young teenager, Donny, broken by that 
experience, ended up in prison. Another kid took out his frustrations by skinning 
cats alive. As part of the gang initiation process we all had to steal, fight against 
another kid, do some daring deeds, and intimidate girls and Jewish kids going to 
synagogue. None of this was ever considered evil or even bad; it was merely obey­
ing the group leader and conforming to the norms of the gang. 

For us kids systemic power resided in the big bad janitors who kicked you off 
their stoops and the heartless landlords who could evict whole families by getting 
the authorities to cart their belongings onto the street for failure to pay the rent. I 
still feel for their public shame. But our worst enemy was the police, who would 
swoop down on us as we played stickball in the streets (with a broomstick bat and 
Spalding rubber ball). Without offering any reason, they would confiscate our 
stickball bats and force us to stop playing in the street. Since there was not a play­
ground within a mile of where we lived, streets were all we had, and there was lit-
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tle danger posed to citizens by our pink rubber ball. I recall a time when we hid the 
bats as the police approached, but the cops singled me out to spill the beans as to 
their location. When I refused, one cop said he would arrest me and as he pushed 
me into his squad car my head smashed against the door. After that, I never 
trusted grown-ups in uniform until proven otherwise. 

With such rearing, all in the absence of any parental oversight—because in 
those days kids and parents never mixed on the streets—it is obvious where my 
curiosity about human nature came from, especially its darker side. Thus, The Lu­
cifer Effect has been incubating in me for many years, from my ghetto sandbox 
days through my formal training in psychological science, and has led me to ask 
big questions and answer them with empirical evidence. 

The structure of this book is somewhat unusual. It starts off with an opening 
chapter that outlines the theme of the transformation of human character, of 
good people and angels turning to do bad things, even evil, devilish things. It 
raises the fundamental question of how well we really know ourselves, how con­
fident we can be in predicting what we would or would not do in situations we 
have never before encountered. Could we, like God's favorite angel, Lucifer, ever 
be led into the temptation to do the unthinkable to others? 

The segment of chapters on the Stanford Prison Experiment unfolds in great 
detail as our extended case study of the transformation of individual college stu­
dents as they play the randomly assigned roles of prisoner or guard in a mock 
prison—that became all too real. The chapter-by-chapter chronology is presented 
in a cinematic format, as a personal narrative told in the present tense with mini­
mal psychological interpretation. Only after that study concludes—it had to be 
terminated prematurely—do we consider what we learned from it, describe and 
explain the evidence gathered from it, and elaborate upon the psychological 
processes that were involved in it. 

One of the dominant conclusions of the Stanford Prison Experiment is that 
the pervasive yet subtle power of a host of situational variables can dominate an 
individual's will to resist. That conclusion is given greater depth in a series of 
chapters detailing this phenomenon across a body of social science research. We 
see how a range of research participants—other college student subjects and 
average citizen volunteers alike—have come to conform, comply, obey, and be 
readily seduced into doing things they could not imagine doing when they were 
outside those situational force fields. A set of dynamic psychological processes is 
outlined that can induce good people to do evil, among them deindividuation, 
obedience to authority, passivity in the face of threats, self-justification, and ratio­
nalization. Dehumanization is one of the central processes in the transformation 
of ordinary, normal people into indifferent or even wanton perpetrators of evil. 
Dehumanization is like a cortical cataract that clouds one's thinking and fosters 
the perception that other people are less than human. It makes some people come 
to see those others as enemies deserving of torment, torture, and annihilation. 
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With this set of analytical tools at our disposal, we turn to reflect upon the 
causes of the horrendous abuses and torture of prisoners at Iraq's Abu Ghraib 
Prison by the U.S. Military Police guarding them. The allegation that these im­
moral deeds were the sadistic work of a few rogue soldiers, so-called bad apples, is 
challenged by examining the parallels that exist in the situational forces and psy­
chological processes that operated in that prison with those in our Stanford 
prison. We examine in depth, the Place, the Person, and the Situation to draw 
conclusions about the causative forces involved in creating the abusive behaviors 
that are depicted in the revolting set of "trophy photos" taken by the soldiers in 
the process of tormenting their prisoners. 

However, it is then time to go up the explanatory chain from person to situa­
tion to system. Relying on a half dozen of the investigative reports into these 
abuses and other evidence from a variety of human rights and legal sources, I 
adopt a prosecutorial stance to put the System on trial. Using the limits of our 
legal system, which demands that individuals and not situations or systems be 
tried for wrongdoing, I bring charges against a quartet of senior military officers 
and then extend the argument for command complicity to the civilian command 
structure within the Bush administration. The reader, as juror, will decide if the 
evidence supports the finding of guilty as charged for each of the accused. 

This rather grim journey into the heart and mind of darkness is turned 
around in the final chapter. It is time for some good news about human nature, 
about what we as individuals can do to challenge situational and systemic power. 
In all the research cited and in our real-world examples, there were always some 
individuals who resisted, who did not yield to temptation. What delivered them 
from evil was not some inherent magical goodness but rather, more likely, an un­
derstanding, however intuitive, of mental and social tactics of resistance. I out­
line a set of such strategies and tactics to help anyone be more able to resist 
unwanted social influence. This advice is based on a combination of my own ex­
periences and the wisdom of my social psychological colleagues who are experts 
in the domains of influence and persuasion. (It is supplemented and expanded 
upon in a module available on the website for this book, www.lucifereffect.com). 

Finally, when most give in and few rebel, the rebels can be considered heroes 
for resisting the powerful forces toward compliance, conformity, and obedience. 
We have come to think of our heroes as special, set apart from us ordinary mor­
tals by their daring deeds or lifelong sacrifices. Here we recognize that such special 
individuals do exist, but that they are the exception among the ranks of heroes, 
the few who make such sacrifices. They are a special breed who organize their 
lives around a humanitarian cause, for example. By contrast, most others we rec­
ognize as heroes are heroes of the moment, of the situation, who act decisively 
when the call to service is sounded. So, The Lucifer Effect journey ends on a positive 
note by celebrating the ordinary hero who lives within each of us. In contrast to 
the "banality of evil," which posits that ordinary people can be responsible for the 

http://www.lucifereffect.com
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most despicable acts of cruelty and degradation of their fellows, I posit the "ba­
nality of heroism," which unfurls the banner of the heroic Everyman and Every-
woman who heed the call to service to humanity when their time comes to act. 
When that bell rings, they will know that it rings for them. It sounds a call to up­
hold what is best in human nature that rises above the powerful pressures of 
Situation and System as the profound assertion of human dignity opposing evil. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

The Psychology of Evil: 
Situated Character Transformations 

The mind is its own place, and in itself can make a heaven of 
hell, a hell of heaven. 

—John Milton, Paradise Lost 

Look at this remarkable image for a moment. Now close your eyes and conjure it 
in your memory. 

Does your mind's eye see the many white angels dancing about the dark 
heavens? Or do you see the many black demons, horned devils inhabiting the 
bright white space of Hell? In this illusion by the artist M. C. Escher, both perspec­
tives are equally possible. Once aware of the congruence between good and evil, 
you cannot see only one and not the other. In what follows, 1 will not allow you to 
drift back to the comfortable separation of Your Good and Faultless Side from 
Their Evil and Wicked Side. "Am I capable of evil?" is the question that I want you 
to consider over and over again as we journey together to alien environments. 

Three psychological truths emerge from Escher's image. First, the world is 
filled with both good and evil—was, is, will always be. Second, the barrier be­
tween good and evil is permeable and nebulous. And third, it is possible for angels 
to become devils and, perhaps more difficult to conceive, for devils to become 
angels. 

Perhaps this image reminds you of the ultimate transformation of good into 
evil, the metamorphosis of Lucifer into Satan. Lucifer, the "light bearer," was 
God's favorite angel until he challenged God's authority and was cast into Hell 
along with his band of fallen angels. "Better to reign in Hell than serve in 
Heaven," boasts Satan, the "adversary of God" in Milton's Paradise Lost. In Hell, 
Lucifer-Satan becomes a liar, an empty imposter who uses boasts, spears, trum­
pets, and banners, as some national leaders do today. At the Demonic Conference 
in Hell of all the major demons, Satan is assured that he cannot regain Heaven in 
any direct confrontation.1 However, Satan's statesman, Beelzebub, comes up with 
the most evil of solutions in proposing to avenge themselves against God by cor­
rupting God's greatest creation, humankind. Though Satan succeeds in tempting 
Adam and Eve to disobey God and be led into evil, God decrees that they will in 



4 The Lucifer Effect 

time be saved. However, for the rest of time, Satan will be allowed to slither 
around that injunction, enlisting witches to tempt people to evil. Satan's interme­
diaries would thereafter become the target of zealous inquisitors who want to rid 
the world of evil, but their horrific methods would breed a new form of systemic 
evil the world had never before known. 

Lucifer's sin is what thinkers in the Middle Ages called "cupiditas."* For 
Dante, the sins that spring from that root are the most extreme "sins of the wolf," 
the spiritual condition of having an inner black hole so deep within oneself that 
no amount of power or money can ever fill it. For those suffering the mortal 
malady called cupiditas, whatever exists outside of one's self has worth only as it 
can be exploited by, or taken into one's self. In Dante's Hell those guilty of that sin 
are in the ninth circle, frozen in the Lake of Ice. Having cared for nothing but self 
in life, they are encased in icy Self for eternity. By making people focus only on 
oneself in this way, Satan and his followers turn their eyes away from the har­
mony of love that unites all living creatures. 

The sins of the wolf cause a human being to turn away from grace and to 
make self his only good—and also his prison. In the ninth circle of the Inferno, 
the sinners, possessed of the spirit of the insatiable wolf, are frozen in a self-
imposed prison where prisoner and guard are fused in an egocentric reality. 

In her scholarly search for the origins of Satan, the historian Elaine Pagels of­
fers a provocative thesis on the psychological significance of Satan as humanity's 
mirror: 

What fascinates us about Satan is the way he expresses qualities that go 
beyond what we ordinarily recognize as human. Satan evokes more than 
the greed, envy, lust, and anger we identify with our own worst impulses, 
and more than what we call brutality, which imputes to human beings a 
resemblance to animals ("brutes").... Evil, then, at its worst, seems to in­
volve the supernatural—what we recognize, with a shudder, as the dia­
bolic inverse of Martin Buber's characterization of God as "wholly other."2 

We fear evil, but are fascinated by it. We create myths of evil conspiracies and 
come to believe them enough to mobilize forces against them. We reject the 
"Other" as different and dangerous because it's unknown, yet we are thrilled by 

*Cupiditas, in English, is cupidity, which means avarice, greed, the strong desire for wealth or 
power over another. What cupiditas means is the desire to turn into oneself or take into oneself 
everything that is "other" than self. For instance, lust and rape are forms of cupiditas, because 
they entail using another person as a thing to gratify one's own desire; murder for profit is also 
cupiditas. It is the opposite of the concept of caritas, which means envisioning oneself as part of 
a ring of love in which each individual self has worth in itself but also as it relates to every other 
self. "Do unto others as you would have them do unto you" is a weak expression of caritas. The 
Latin "Caritas et amor, Deus ibi est" is probably the best expression of the concept "wherever cari­
tas and love are, God is." 
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contemplating sexual excess and violations of moral codes by those who are not 
our kind. Professor of religious studies David Frankfurter concludes his search for 
Evil Incarnate by focusing on the social construction of this evil other. 

[T]he construction of the social Other as cannibal-savage, demon, sor­
cerer, vampire, or an amalgam of them all, draws upon a consistent reper­
toire of symbols of inversion. The stories we tell about people out on the 
periphery play with their savagery, libertine customs, and monstrosity. 
At the same time, the combined horror and pleasure we derive from con­
templating this Otherness—sentiments that influenced the brutality of 
colonists, missionaries, and armies entering the lands of those Others— 
certainly affect us at the level of individual fantasy, as well.3 

TRANSFORMATIONS: ANGELS, DEVILS, 
AND THE REST OF US MERE MORTALS 

The Lucifer Effect is my attempt to understand the processes of transformation at 
work when good or ordinary people do bad or evil things. We will deal with the 
fundamental question "What makes people go wrong?" But instead of resorting 
to a traditional religious dualism of good versus evil, of wholesome nature versus 
corrupting nurture, we will look at real people engaged in life's daily tasks, en­
meshed in doing their jobs, surviving within an often turbulent crucible of 
human nature. We will seek to understand the nature of their character transfor­
mations when they are faced with powerful situational forces. 

Let's begin with a definition of evil. Mine is a simple, psychologically based 
one: Evil consists in intentionally behaving in ways that harm, abuse, demean, dehu­
manize, or destroy innocent others—or using one's authority and systemic power to en­
courage or permit others to do so on your behalf. In short, it is "knowing better but 
doing worse."4 

What makes human behavior work? What determines human thought and 
action? What makes some of us lead moral, righteous lives, while others seem to 
slip easily into immorality and crime? Is what we think about human nature 
based on the assumption that inner determinants guide us up the good paths or 
down the bad ones? Do we give insufficient attention to the outer determinants of 
our thoughts, feelings, and actions? To what extent are we creatures of the situa­
tion, of the moment, of the mob? And is there anything that anyone has ever 
done that you are absolutely certain you could never be compelled to do? 

Most of us hide behind egocentric biases that generate the illusion that we 
are special. These self-serving protective shields allow us to believe that each of us 
is above average on any test of self-integrity. Too often we look to the stars 
through the thick lens of personal invulnerability when we should also look 
down to the slippery slope beneath our feet. Such egocentric biases are more com­
monly found in societies that foster independent orientations, such as Euro-
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American cultures, and less so in collectivist-oriented societies, such as in Asia, 
Africa, and the Middle East.5 

In the course of our voyage through good and evil, I will ask you to reflect 
upon three issues: How well do you really know yourself, your strengths and 
weaknesses? Does your self-knowledge come from reviewing your behavior in fa­
miliar situations or from being exposed to totally new settings where your old 
habits are challenged? In the same vein, how well do you really know the people 
with whom you interact daily: your family, friends, co-workers, and lover? One 
thesis of this book is that most of us know ourselves only from our limited experi­
ences in familiar situations that involve rules, laws, policies, and pressures that 
constrain us. We go to school, to work, on vacation, to parties; we pay the bills and 
the taxes, day in and year out. But what happens when we are exposed to totally 
new and unfamiliar settings where our habits don't suffice? You start a new job, 
go on your first computer-matched date, join a fraternity, get arrested, enlist in 
the military, join a cult, or volunteer for an experiment. The old you might not 
work as expected when the ground rules change. 

Throughout our journey I would like you to continually ask the "Me also?" 
question as we encounter various forms of evil. We will examine genocide in 
Rwanda, the mass suicide and murder of Peoples Temple followers in the jungles 
of Guyana, the My Lai massacre in Vietnam, the horrors of Nazi concentra­
tion camps, the torture by military and civilian police around the world, and the 
sexual abuse of parishioners by Catholic priests, and search for lines of continuity 
between the scandalous, fraudulent behavior of executives at Enron and World­
Com corporations. Finally, we will see how some common threads in all these 
evils run through the recently uncovered abuses of civilian prisoners at Abu 
Ghraib Prison in Iraq. One especially significant thread tying these atrocities to­
gether will come out of a body of research in experimental social psychology, par­
ticularly a study that has come to be known as the Stanford Prison Experiment. 

Evil: Fixed and Within or Mutable and Without? 

The idea that an unbridgeable chasm separates good people from bad people is a 
source of comfort for at least two reasons. First, it creates a binary logic, in which 
Evil is essentialized. Most of us perceive Evil as an entity, a quality that is inherent 
in some people and not in others. Bad seeds ultimately produce bad fruits as their 
destinies unfold. We define evil by pointing to the really bad tyrants in our era, 
such as Hitler, Stalin, Pol Pot, Idi Amin, Saddam Hussein, and other political 
leaders who have orchestrated mass murders. We must also acknowledge the 
more ordinary, lesser evils of drug dealers, rapists, sex-trade traffickers, perpetra­
tors of fraudulent scams on the elderly, and those whose bullying destroys the 
well-being of our children. 

Upholding a Good-Evil dichotomy also takes "good people" off the responsi­
bility hook. They are freed from even considering their possible role in creating, 



The Psychology of Evil 7 

sustaining, perpetuating, or conceding to the conditions that contribute to delin­
quency, crime, vandalism, teasing, bullying, rape, torture, terror, and violence. 
"It's the way of the world, and there's not much that can be done to change it, cer­
tainly not by me." 

An alternative conception treats evil in incrementalist terms, as something of 
which we are all capable, depending on circumstances. People may at any time 
possess a particular attribute (say intelligence, pride, honesty, or evil) to a greater 
or lesser degree. Our nature can be changed, whether toward the good or the bad 
side of human nature. The incrementalist view implies an acquisition of qualities 
through experience or concentrated practice, or by means of an external inter­
vention, such as being offered a special opportunity. In short, we can learn to be­
come good or evil regardless of our genetic inheritance, personality, or family 
legacy.6 

Alternative Understandings: Dispositional, Situational, and Systemic 

Running parallel to this pairing of essentialist and incremental conceptions is the 
contrast between dispositional and situational causes of behavior. When faced with 
some unusual behavior, some unexpected event, some anomaly that doesn't 
make sense, how do we go about trying to understand it? The traditional ap­
proach has been to identify inherent personal qualities that lead to the action: ge­
netic makeup, personality traits, character, free will, and other dispositions. Given 
violent behavior, one searches for sadistic personality traits. Given heroic deeds, 
the search is on for genes that predispose toward altruism. 

In the United States, a rash of shootings in which high school students mur­
der and wound scores of other students and teachers rocks suburban communi­
ties.7 In England, a pair of ten-year-old boys kidnap two-year-old Jamie Bulger 
from a shopping center and brutally murder him in cold blood. In Palestine and 
Iraq, young men and women become suicide bombers. In most European coun­
tries during World War II, many people protected Jews from capture by the Nazis 
even though they knew that if they were caught, they and their families would be 
killed. In many countries "whistle-blowers" risk personal loss by exposing injus­
tice and immoral actions of superiors. Why? 

The traditional view (among those who come from cultures that emphasize 
individualism) is to look within for answers—for pathology or heroism. Modern 
psychiatry is dispositionally oriented. So are clinical psychology and personality 
and assessment psychology. Most of our institutions are founded on such a per­
spective, including law, medicine, and religion. Culpability, illness, and sin, they 
assume, are to be found within the guilty party, the sick person, and the sinner. 
They begin their quest for understanding with the "Who questions": Who is re­
sponsible? Who caused it? Who gets the blame? and Who gets the credit? 

Social psychologists (such as myself) tend to avoid this rush to dispositional 
judgment when trying to understand the causes of unusual behaviors. They pre-
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fer to begin their search for meaning by asking the "What questions": What con­
ditions could be contributing to certain reactions? What circumstances might be 
involved in generating behavior? What was the situation like from the perspective 
of the actors? Social psychologists ask: To what extent can an individual's actions 
be traced to factors outside the actor, to situational variables and environmental 
processes unique to a given setting? 

The dispositional approach is to the situational as a medical model of health 
is to a public health model. A medical model tries to find the source of the illness, 
disease, or disability within the affected person. By contrast, public health re­
searchers assume that the vectors of disease transmission come from the environ­
ment, creating conditions that foster illness. Sometimes the sick person is the end 
product of environmental pathogens, which unless counteracted will affect oth­
ers, regardless of attempts to improve the health of the individual. For example, in 
the dispositional approach a child who exhibits a learning disability may be given 
a variety of medical and behavioral treatments to overcome that handicap. But in 
many cases, especially among the poor, the problem is caused by ingesting lead in 
paint that flakes off the walls of tenement apartments and is worsened by condi­
tions of poverty—the situational approach. These alternative perspectives are not 
just abstract variations in conceptual analyses but lead to very different ways of 
dealing with personal and societal problems. 

The significance of such analyses extends to all of us who, as intuitive psy­
chologists, go about our daily lives trying to figure out why people do what they do 
and how they may be changed to do better. But it is the rare person in an individu­
alist culture who is not infected with a dispositional bias, always looking first to 
motives, traits, genes, and personal pathologies. Most of us have a tendency both 
to overestimate the importance of dispositional qualities and to underestimate 
the importance of situational qualities when trying to understand the causes of 
other people's behavior. 

In the following chapters I will offer a substantial body of evidence that 
counterbalances the dispositional view of the world and will expand the focus to 
consider how people's character may be transformed by their being immersed in 
situations that unleash powerful situational forces. People and situations are usu­
ally in a state of dynamic interaction. Although you probably think of yourself as 
having a consistent personality across time and space, that is likely not to be true. 
You are not the same person working alone as you are in a group; in a romantic 
setting versus an educational one; when you are with close friends or in an 
anonymous crowd; or when you are traveling abroad as when at home base. 

The Malleus Maleficarum and the Inquisition's WID Program 

One of the first documented sources of the widespread use of the dispositional 
view to understand evil and rid the world of its pernicious influence is found in a 
text that became the bible of the Inquisition, the Malleus Maleficarum, or "The 
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Witches' Hammer."8 It was required reading for the Inquisition judges. It begins 
with a conundrum to be solved: How can evil continue to exist in a world gov­
erned by an all-good, all-powerful God? One answer: God allows it as a test of 
men's souls. Yield to its temptations, go to Hell; resist its temptations, and be in­
vited into Heaven. However, God restricted the Devil's direct influence over people 
because of his earlier corruption of Adam and Eve. The Devil's solution was to 
have intermediaries do his evil bidding by using witches as his indirect link to peo­
ple they would corrupt. 

To reduce the spread of evil in Catholic countries, the proposed solution was 
to find and eliminate witches. What was required was a means to identify witches, 
get them to confess to heresy, and then destroy them. The mechanism for witch 
identification and destruction (which in our times might be known as the WID 
program) was simple and direct: find out through spies who among the popula­
tion were witches, test their witchly natures by getting confessions using various 
torture techniques, and kill those who failed the test. Although I have made light 
of what amounted to a carefully designed system of mass terror, torture, and ex­
termination of untold thousands of people, this kind of simplistic reduction of the 
complex issues regarding evil fueled the fires of the Inquisition. Making "witches" 
the despised dispositional category provided a ready solution to the problem of 
societal evil by simply destroying as many agents of evil as could be identified, tor­
tured, and boiled in oil or burned at the stake. 

Given that the Church and its State alliances were run by men, it is no won­
der that women were more likely than men to be labeled as witches. The suspects 
were usually marginalized or threatening in some way: widowed, poor, ugly, de­
formed, or in some cases considered too proud and powerful. The terrible paradox 
of the Inquisition is that the ardent and often sincere desire to combat evil gen­
erated evil on a grander scale than the world had ever seen before. It ushered 
in the use by State and Church of torture devices and tactics that were the ulti­
mate perversion of any ideal of human perfection. The exquisite nature of the 
human mind, which can create great works of art, science, and philosophy, 
was perverted to engage in acts of "creative cruelty" that were designed to break 
the will. The tools of the trade of the Inquisition are still on display in prisons 
around the world, in military and civilian interrogation centers, where torture is 
standard operating procedure (as we shall see later in our visit to Abu Ghraib 
Prison).9 

Power Systems Exert Pervasive Top-Down Dominance 

My appreciation of the power residing in systems started with an awareness of 
how institutions create mechanisms that translate ideology—say, the causes of 
evil—into operating procedures, such as the Inquisition's witch hunts. In other 
words, my focus has widened considerably through a fuller appreciation of the 
ways in which situational conditions are created and shaped by higher-order 
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factors—systems of power. Systems, not just dispositions and situations, must be 
taken into account in order to understand complex behavior patterns. 

Aberrant, illegal, or immoral behavior by individuals in service professions, 
such as policemen, corrections officers, and soldiers, is typically labeled the mis­
deeds of "a few bad apples." The implication is that they are a rare exception and 
must be set on one side of the impermeable line between evil and good, with the 
majority of good apples set on the other side. But who is making the distinction? 
Usually it is the guardians of the system, who want to isolate the problem in order 
to deflect attention and blame away from those at the top who may be responsible 
for creating untenable working conditions or for a lack of oversight or supervi­
sion. Again the bad apple-dispositional view ignores the apple barrel and its po­
tentially corrupting situational impact on those within it. A systems analysis 
focuses on the barrel makers, on those with the power to design the barrel. 

It is the "power elite," the barrel makers, often working behind the scenes, 
who arrange many of the conditions of life for the rest of us, who must spend time 
in the variety of institutional settings they have constructed. The sociologist 
C. Wright Mills has illuminated this black hole of power: 

The power elite is composed of men whose positions enable them to tran­
scend the ordinary environments of ordinary men and women; they are 
in positions to make decisions having major consequences. Whether they 
do or do not make such decisions is less important than the fact that they 
do occupy such pivotal positions: their failure to act, their failure to make 
decisions, is itself an act that is often of greater significance than the deci­
sions they do make. For they are in command of the major hierarchies and 
organizations of modern society. They rule the big corporations. They run 
the machinery of state and claim its prerogatives. They direct the military 
establishment. They occupy strategic command posts of the social struc­
ture, in which are now centered the effective means of power and the 
wealth and celebrity which they enjoy.10 

As the interests of these diverse power brokers coalesce, they come to de­
fine our reality in ways that George Orwell prophesied in 1984. The military-
corporate-religious complex is the ultimate megasystem controlling much of the 
resources and quality of life of many Americans today. 

It is when power is wedded to chronic fear that it becomes 
formidable. 

—Eric Hoffer, The Passionate State of Mind 

The Power to Create "The Enemy" 

The powerful don't usually do the dirtiest work themselves, just as Mafia dons 
leave the "whackings" to underlings. Systems create hierarchies of dominance 
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with influence and communication going down—rarely up—the line. When a 
power elite wants to destroy an enemy nation, it turns to propaganda experts to 
fashion a program of hate. What does it take for the citizens of one society to hate 
the citizens of another society to the degree that they want to segregate them, tor­
ment them, even kill them? It requires a "hostile imagination," a psychological 
construction embedded deeply in their minds by propaganda that transforms 
those others into "The Enemy." That image is a soldier's most powerful motive, 
one that loads his rifle with ammunition of hate and fear. The image of a dreaded 
enemy threatening one's personal well-being and the society's national security 
emboldens mothers and fathers to send sons to war and empowers governments 
to rearrange priorities to turn plowshares into swords of destruction. 

It is all done with words and images. To modify an old adage: Sticks and 
stones may break your bones, but names can sometimes kill you. The process be­
gins with creating stereotyped conceptions of the other, dehumanized percep­
tions of the other, the other as worthless, the other as all-powerful, the other as 
demonic, the other as an abstract monster, the other as a fundamental threat to 
our cherished values and beliefs. With public fear notched up and the enemy 
threat imminent, reasonable people act irrationally, independent people act in 
mindless conformity, and peaceful people act as warriors. Dramatic visual images 
of the enemy on posters, television, magazine covers, movies, and the Internet 
imprint on the recesses of the limbic system, the primitive brain, with the power­
ful emotions of fear and hate. 

The social philosopher Sam Keen brilliantly depicts how this hostile imagina­
tion is created by virtually every nation's propaganda on its path to war and reveals 
the transformative powers on the human psyche of these "images of the enemy."11 

Justifications for the desire to destroy these threats are really afterthoughts, pro­
posed explanations intended for the official record but not for critical analysis of 
the damage to be done or being done. 

The most extreme instance of this hostile imagination at work is of course 
when it leads to genocide, the plan of one people to eliminate from existence all 
those who are conceptualized as their enemy. We are aware of some of the ways 
in which Hitler's propaganda machine transformed Jewish neighbors, co-workers, 
even friends into despised enemies of the State who deserved the "final solution." 
This process was seeded in elementary school textbooks by means of images and 
texts that rendered all Jews contemptible and not worthy of human compassion. 
Here I would like to consider briefly a recent example of attempted genocide along 
with the use of rape as a weapon against humanity. Then I will show how one as­
pect of this complex psychological process, the dehumanization component, can 
be studied in controlled experimental research that isolates its critical features for 
systematic analysis. 
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CRIMES AGAINST HUMANITY: GENOCIDE, RAPE, AND TERROR 

Literature has taught us for at least three thousand years that no person or state 
is incapable of evil. In Homer's account of the Trojan War, Agamemnon, com­
mander of the Greek forces, tells his men before they engage their enemy, "We are 
not going to leave a single one of [the Trojans] alive, down to the babies in their 
mothers' wombs—not even they must live. The whole people must be wiped out of 
existence . . ." These vile words come from a noble citizen of one of the most civi­
lized nation-states of its time, the home of philosophy, jurisprudence, and classi­
cal drama. 

We live in the "mass murder century." More than 50 million people have 
been systematically murdered by government decrees, enacted by soldiers and 
civilian forces willing to carry out the kill orders. Beginning in 1915, Ottoman 
Turks slaughtered 1.5 million Armenians. The mid-twentieth century saw the 
Nazis liquidate at least 6 million Jews, 3 million Soviet POWs, 2 million Poles, and 
hundreds of thousands of "undesirable" peoples. As Stalin's Soviet empire mur­
dered 20 million Russians, Mao Zedong's government policies resulted in an even 
greater number of deaths, up to 30 million of the country's own citizens. The 
Communist Khmer Rouge regime killed off 1.7 million people of its own nation in 
Cambodia. Saddam Hussein's Ba'ath Party is accused of killing 100,000 Kurds in 
Iraq. In 2006, genocide has erupted in Sudan's Darfur region, which most of the 
world has conveniently ignored.12 

Note that almost exactly the same words that Agamemnon used three mil­
lennia ago were also spoken in our own time, in the African nation of Rwanda, as 
the ruling Hutus were in the process of wiping out their former neighbors, the 
Tutsi minority. One victim recalls what one of her tormentors told her: "We're 
going to kill all the Tutsi, and one day Hutu children will have to ask what a Tutsi 
child looked like." 

The Rape of Rwanda 

The peaceful Tutsi people of Rwanda in Central Africa learned that a weapon of 
mass destruction could be a simple machete, used against them with lethal effi­
ciency. The systematic slaughter of Tutsis by their former neighbors, the Hutus, 
spread throughout the country in a few months during the spring of 1994 as 
death squads killed thousands of innocent men, women, and children with ma­
chetes and nail-studded clubs. A report by the United Nations estimates that be­
tween 800,000 and a million Rwandans were murdered in about three months' 
time, making the massacre the most ferocious in recorded history. Three quarters 
of the entire Tutsi population were exterminated. 

Hutu neighbors were slaughtering former friends and next-door neighbors— 
on command. A Hutu murderer said in an interview a decade later that "The 
worst thing about the massacre was killing my neighbor; we used to drink to-
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gether, his cattle would graze on my land. He was like a relative." A Hutu mother 
described how she had beaten to death the children next door, who looked at her 
with wide-eyed amazement because they had been friends and neighbors all their 
lives. She reported that someone from the government had told her that the Tutsi 
were their enemies and had given her a club and her husband a machete to use 
against this threat. She justified the slaughter as doing "a favor" to those children, 
who would have become helpless orphans given that their parents had already 
been murdered. 

Until recently, there was little recognition of the systematic use of rape of 
these Rwandan women as a tactic of terror and spiritual annihilation. By some 
accounts it began when a Hutu leader, Mayor Silvester Cacumbibi, raped the 
daughter of his former friend and then had other men also rape her. She later re­
ported that he had told her, "We won't waste bullets on you; we will rape you, and 
that will be worse for you." 

Unlike the rapes of Chinese women by Japanese soldiers in Nanking (to be de­
scribed subsequently), where the details of the nightmare were blurred by failures 
in early reporting and the reluctance of the Chinese to relive that experience by 
sharing it with outsiders, much is known about the psychological dynamics of 
the rape of Rwandan women.13 

When the citizens of the village of Butare defended its borders against the on­
slaught of the Hutus, the interim government dispatched a special person to deal 
with what it considered a revolt. She was the national minister of family and 
women's affairs and Butare's favorite daughter, having grown up in the area. 
Pauline Nyiramasuhuko, a Tutsi and former social worker who lectured on women's 
empowerment, was the only hope of this village. That hope was instantly shattered. 
Pauline supervised a terrible trap, promising the people that the Red Cross would 
provide food and shelter in the local stadium; in reality, armed Hutu thugs (the In-
terahamwe) were awaiting their arrival, eventually murdering most of the innocent 
sanctuary seekers. They were machine-gunned, grenades were thrown into the un­
suspecting throngs, and survivors were sliced apart with machetes. 

Pauline gave the order that "Before you kill the women, you need to rape 
them." She ordered another group of these thugs to burn alive a group of seventy 
women and girls they were guarding and provided them with gasoline from her 
car to do so. Again she invited the men to rape their victims before killing them. 
One of the young men told a translator that they couldn't rape them because "we 
had been killing all day and we were tired. We just put the gasoline in bottles and 
scattered it among the women, then started burning." 

A young woman, Rose, was raped by Pauline's son, Shalom, who announced 
that he had "permission" from his mother to rape Tutsi women. She was the only 
Tutsi allowed to live so she could deliver a progress report to God as the witness of 
the genocide. She was then forced to watch her mother being raped and twenty of 
her relatives slaughtered. 

A U.N. report estimated that at least 200,000 women were raped during this 
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brief period of horror, many of them killed afterward. "Some were penetrated 
with spears, gun barrels, bottles or the stamens of banana trees. Sexual organs 
were mutilated with machetes, boiling water and acid; women's breasts were cut 
off" (p. 85). "Making the matter worse, the rapes, most of them committed by 
many men in succession, were frequently accompanied by other forms of physical 
torture and often staged as public performances to multiply the terror and degra­
dation" (p. 89). They were also used as a public way of promoting social bonding 
among the Hutu murderers. This shared emergent camaraderie is often a by­
product of male group rape. 

The extent of the inhumanity knew no boundaries. "A 45-year old Rwandan 
woman was raped by her 12-year-old son—with Interahamwe holding a hatchet 
to his throat—in front of her husband, while their five other young children 
were forced to hold open her thighs" (p. 116). The spread of AIDS among the living 
rape victims continues to wreak havoc in Rwanda. "By using a disease, a plague, as 
an apocalyptic terror, as biological warfare, you're annihilating the procreators, 
perpetuating death unto generations," according to Charles Strozier, professor of 
history at the John Jay College of Criminal Justice in New York (p. 116). 

How do we even begin to understand the forces that were operating to make 
Pauline a new kind of criminal: one woman against enemy women? A combina­
tion of history and social psychology can provide a framework based on power 
and status differentials. First, she was moved by the widespread sense of the lower 
status of the Hutu women compared with the beauty and arrogance of Tutsi 
women. They were taller and lighter-skinned and had more Caucasian features, 
which made them appear more desirable to men than Hutu women were. 

A racial distinction had arbitrarily been created by Belgian and German colo­
nialists around the turn of the twentieth century to distinguish between people 
who for centuries had intermarried, spoke the same language, and shared the 
same religion. They forced all Rwandans to carry identification cards that de­
clared them to be in either the majority Hutu or the minority Tutsi, with the bene­
fits of higher education and administrative posts going to the Tutsi. That became 
another source of Pauline's pent-up desire for revenge. It was also true that she 
was a political opportunist in a male-dominated administration, needing to prove 
her loyalty, obedience, and patriotic zeal to her superiors by orchestrating crimes 
never before perpetrated by a woman against an enemy. It also became easier to 
encourage the mass murders and rapes of Tutsis by being able to view them as ab­
stractions and also by calling them by the dehumanizing term "cockroaches," 
which needed to be "exterminated." Here is a living documentary of the hostile 
imagination that paints the faces of the enemy in hateful hues and then destroys 
the canvas. 

As unimaginable as it may be to any of us for someone to intentionally in­
spire such monstrous crimes, Nicole Bergevin, Pauline's lawyer in her genocide 
trial, reminds us, "When you do murder trials, you realize that we are all suscep­
tible, and you wouldn't even dream you would ever commit this act. But you come 



The Psychology of Evil 15 

to understand that everyone is [susceptible]. It could happen to me, it could hap­
pen to my daughter. It could happen to you" (p. 130). 

Highlighting even more clearly one of the main theses of this book is the 
considered opinion of Alison Des Forges of Human Rights Watch, who has inves­
tigated many such barbarous crimes. She forces us to see our reflection mirrored 
in these atrocities: 

This behavior lies just under the surface of any of us. The simplified ac­
counts of genocide allow distance between us and the perpetrators of 
genocide. They are so evil we couldn't ever see ourselves doing the 
same thing. But if you consider the terrible pressure under which people 
were operating, then you automatically reassert their humanity—and 
that becomes alarming. You are forced to look at the situation and say, 
"What would I have done? Sometimes the answer is not encouraging." 
(p. 132) 

The French journalist Jean Hatzfeld interviewed ten of the Hutu militia 
members now in prison for having macheted to death thousands of Tutsi civil­
ians. 1 4 The testimonies of these ordinary men—mostly farmers, active church­
goers, and a former teacher—are chilling in their matter-of-fact, remorseless 
depiction of unimaginable cruelty. Their words force us to confront the unthink­
able again and again: that human beings are capable of totally abandoning their 
humanity for a mindless ideology, to follow and then exceed the orders of charis­
matic authorities to destroy everyone they label as "The Enemy." Let's reflect on a 
few of these accounts, which make Truman Capote's In Cold Blood pale in com­
parison. 

"Since I was killing often, I began to feel it did not mean anything to me. I 
want to make clear that from the first gentleman I killed to the last, I was not 
sorry about a single one." 

"We were doing a job to order. We were lining up behind everyone's enthusi­
asm. We gathered into teams on the soccer field and went out hunting as kin­
dred spirits." 

"Anyone who hesitated to kill because of feelings of sadness absolutely had to 
watch his mouth, to say nothing about the reason for his reticence, for fear of 
being accused of complicity." 

"We killed everyone we tracked down [hiding] in the papyrus. We had no rea­
son to choose, to expect or fear anyone in particular. We were cutters of ac­
quaintances, cutters of neighbors, just plan cutters." 

"Our Tutsi neighbors, we knew they were not guilty of no misdoing, but 
we thought all Tutsis at fault for our constant troubles. We no longer looked 
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at them one by one, we no longer stopped to recognize them as they had 
been, not even as colleagues. They had become a threat greater than all we 
had experienced together, more important than our way of seeing things in 
the community. That's how we reasoned and how we killed at the same 
time." 

"We no longer saw a human being when we turned up a Tutsi in the swamps. 
I mean a person like us, sharing similar thoughts and feelings. The hunt was 
savage, the hunters were savage, the prey was savage—savagery took over 
the mind." 

A particularly moving reaction to these brutal murders and rapes, which ex­
presses a theme we will revisit, comes from one of the surviving Tutsi women, 
Berthe: 

"Before, I knew that a man could kill another man, because it happens all the 
time. Now I know that even the person with whom you've shared food, or 
with whom you've slept, even he can kill you with no trouble. The closest 
neighbor can kill you with his teeth: that is what I have learned since the 
genocide, and my eyes no longer gaze the same on the face of the world." 

Lieutenant General Romeo Dallaire has authored a powerful testimony 
about his experiences as the force commander for the U.N. Assistance Mission to 
Rwanda in Shake Hands with the Devil.15 Although he was able to save thousands 
of people by his heroic ingenuity, this top military commander was left devastated 
by his inability to summon more aid from the United Nations to prevent many 
more atrocities. He ended up with severe post-traumatic stress disorder as a psy­
chological casualty of this massacre.16 

The Rape of Nanking, China 

So graphically horrifying—yet so easily visualized—is the concept of rape that we 
use the term metaphorically to describe other, almost unimaginable atrocities of 
war. Japanese soldiers butchered between 260,000 and 350,000 Chinese civil­
ians in just a few bloody months of 1937. Those figures represent more deaths 
than the total annihilation caused by the atomic bombing of Japan and all the 
civilian deaths in most European countries during all of World War II. 

Beyond the sheer number of Chinese slaughtered, it is important for us to 
recognize the "creatively evil" ways devised by their tormentors to make even 
death desirable. The author Iris Chang's investigation of that horror revealed that 
Chinese men were used for bayonet practice and in decapitation contests. An esti­
mated 20,000 to 80,000 women were raped. Many soldiers went beyond rape to 
disembowel women, slice off their breasts, and nail them to walls alive. Fathers 
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were forced to rape their daughters and sons their mothers as other family mem­
bers watched.17 

War engenders cruelty and barbaric behavior against anyone considered the 
Enemy, as the dehumanized, demonic Other. The Rape of Nanking is notorious 
for the graphic detail of the horrific extremes soldiers went to to degrade and de­
stroy innocent civilian "enemy non-combatants." However, were it a singular in­
cident and not just another part of the historical tapestry of such inhumanities 
against civilians we might think it an anomaly. British troops executed and raped 
civilians during the U.S. Revolutionary War. Soviet Red Army soldiers raped an es­
timated 100,000 Berlin women toward the end of Word War II and between 
1945 and 1948. In addition to the rapes and murders of more than 500 civilians 
at the My Lai massacre in 1968, recently released secret Pentagon evidence de­
scribes 320 incidents of American atrocities against Vietnamese and Cambodian 
civilians.18 

Dehumanization and Moral Disengagement in the Laboratory 

We can assume that most people, most of the time, are moral creatures. But imag­
ine that this morality is like a gearshift that at times gets pushed into neutral. 
When that happens, morality is disengaged. If the car happens to be on an in­
cline, car and driver move precipitously downhill. It is then the nature of the cir­
cumstances that determines outcomes, not the driver's skills or intentions. This 
simple analogy, I think, captures one of the central themes in the theory of moral 
disengagement developed by my Stanford colleague Albert Bandura. In a later 
chapter, we will review his theory, which will help explain why some otherwise 
good people can be led to do bad things. At this point, I want to turn to the experi­
mental research that Bandura and his assistants conducted, which illustrates the 
ease with which morality can be disengaged by the tactic of dehumanizing a po­
tential victim.19 In an elegant demonstration that shows the power of dehuman­
ization, one single word is shown to increase aggression toward a target. Let's see 
how the experiment worked. 

Imagine you are a college student who has volunteered for a study of group 
problem solving as part of a three-person team from your school. Your task is to 
help students from another college improve their group problem-solving perfor­
mance by punishing their errors. That punishment takes the form of administer­
ing electric shocks that can be increased in severity over successive trials. After 
taking your names and those of the other team, the assistant leaves to tell the ex­
perimenter that the study can begin. There will be ten trials during each of which 
you can decide the shock level to administer to the other student group in the next 
room. 

You don't realize that it is part of the experimental script, but you "acciden­
tally" overhear the assistant complaining over the intercom to the experimenter 
that the other students "seem like animals." You don't know it, but in two other 



18 The Lucifer Effect 

conditions to which other students like you have been randomly assigned, the as­

sistant describes the other students as "nice guys" or does not label them at all. 

Do these simple labels have any effect? It doesn't seem so initially. On the first 

trial all the groups respond in the same way by administering low levels of shock, 

around level 2. But soon it begins to matter what each group has heard about 

these anonymous others. If you know nothing about them, you give a steady av­

erage of about a level 5. If you have come to think of them as "nice guys," you 

treat them in a more humane fashion, giving them significantly less shock, about 

a level 3. However, imagining them as "animals" switches off any sense of com­

passion you might have for them, and when they commit errors, you begin to 

shock them with ever-increasing levels of intensity, significantly more than in the 

other conditions, as you steadily move up toward the high level 8. 

Think carefully for a moment about the psychological processes that a simple 

label has tripped off in your mind. You overheard a person, whom you do not 

know personally, tell some authority, whom you have never seen, that other col­

lege students like you seem like "animals." That single descriptive term changes 

your mental construction of these others. It distances you from images of friendly 

college kids who must be more similar to you than different. That new mental set 

has a powerful impact on your behavior. The post hoc rationalizations the experi­

mental students generated to explain why they needed to give so much shock to 

the "animal-house" students in the process of "teaching them a good lesson" 

were equally fascinating. This example of using controlled experimental research 

to investigate the underlying psychological processes that occur in significant 

real-world cases of violence will be extended in chapters 12 and 13 when we 

consider how behavioral scientists have investigated various aspects of the psy­

chology of evil. 

Our ability to selectively engage and disengage our moral 

standards . . . helps explain how people can be barbarically 

cruel in one moment and compassionate the next. 

—Albert Bandura 2 0 

Horrific Images of Abuse at Abu Ghraib Prison 

The driving force behind this book was the need to better understand the how and 

why of the physical and psychological abuses perpetrated on prisoners by Ameri­

can Military Police at the Abu Ghraib Prison in Iraq. As the photographic evi­

dence of these abuses rocketed around the world in May 2004, we all saw for the 

first time in recorded history vivid images of young American men and women 

engaged in unimaginable forms of torture against civilians they were supposed to 

be guarding. The tormentors and the tormented were captured in an extensive 

display of digitally documented depravity that the soldiers themselves had made 

during their violent escapades. 
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Why did they create photographic evidence of such illegal acts, which if 
found would surely get them into trouble? In these "trophy photos," like the proud 
displays by big-game hunters of yesteryear with the beasts they have killed, we 
saw smiling men and women in the act of abusing their lowly animal creatures. 
The images are of punching, slapping, and kicking detainees; jumping on their 
feet; forcibly arranging naked, hooded prisoners in piles and pyramids; forcing 
naked prisoners to wear women's underwear over their heads; forcing male pris­
oners to masturbate or simulate fellatio while being photographed or videotaped 
with female soldiers smiling or encouraging it; hanging prisoners from cell rafters 
for extended time periods; dragging a prisoner around with a leash tied to his 
neck; and using unmuzzled attack dogs to frighten prisoners. 

The iconic image that ricocheted from that dungeon to the streets of Iraq and 
every corner of the globe was that of the "triangle man": a hooded detainee is 
standing on a box in a stress position with his outstretched arms protruding from 
under a garment blanket revealing electrical wires attached to his fingers. He was 
told that he would be electrocuted if he fell off the box when his strength gave out. 
It did not matter that the wires went nowhere; it mattered that he believed the lie 
and must have experienced considerable stress. There were even more shocking 
photographs that the U.S. government chose not to release to the public because 
of the greater damage they would surely have done to the credibility and moral 
image of the U.S. military and President Bush's administrative command. I have 
seen hundreds of these images, and they are indeed horrifying. 

I was deeply distressed at the sight of such suffering, of such displays of arro­
gance, of such indifference to the humiliation being inflicted upon helpless pris­
oners. I was also amazed to learn that one of the abusers, a female soldier who 
had just turned twenty-one, described the abuse as "just fun and games." 

I was shocked, but I was not surprised. The media and the "person in the 
street" around the globe asked how such evil deeds could be perpetrated by these 
seven men and women, whom military leaders had labeled as "rogue soldiers" 
and "a few bad apples." Instead, I wondered what circumstances in that prison 
cell block could have tipped the balance and led even good soldiers to do such bad 
things. To be sure, advancing a situational analysis for such crimes does not ex­
cuse them or make them morally acceptable. Rather, I needed to find the meaning 
in this madness. I wanted to understand how it was possible for the characters of 
these young people to be so transformed in such a short time that they could do 
these unthinkable deeds. 

Parallel Universes in Abu Ghraib and Stanford's Prison 

The reason that I was shocked but not surprised by the images and stories of pris­
oner abuse in the Abu Ghraib "Little Shop of Horrors" was that I had seen some­
thing similar before. Three decades earlier, I had witnessed eerily similar scenes as 
they unfolded in a project that I directed, of my own design: naked, shackled pris-
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oners with bags over their heads, guards stepping on prisoners' backs as they did 
push-ups, guards sexually humiliating prisoners, and prisoners suffering from ex­
treme stress. Some of the visual images from my experiment are practically inter­
changeable with those of the guards and prisoners in that remote prison in Iraq, 
the notorious Abu Ghraib. 

The college students role-playing guards and prisoners in a mock prison ex­
periment conducted at Stanford University in the summer of 19 71 were mirrored 
in the real guards and real prison in the Iraq of 2003. Not only had I seen such 
events, I had been responsible for creating the conditions that allowed such 
abuses to flourish. As the project's principal investigator, I designed the experi­
ment that randomly assigned normal, healthy, intelligent college students to 
enact the roles of either guards or prisoners in a realistically simulated prison set­
ting where they were to live and work for several weeks. My student research as­
sociates, Craig Haney, Curt Banks, and David Jaffe, and I wanted to understand 
some of the dynamics operating in the psychology of imprisonment. 

How do ordinary people adapt to such an institutional setting? How do the 
power differentials between guards and prisoners play out in their daily inter­
actions? If you put good people in a bad place, do the people triumph or does the 
place corrupt them? Would the violence that is endemic to most real prisons be 
absent in a prison filled with good middle-class boys? These were some of the ex­
ploratory issues to be investigated in what started out as a simple study of prison 
life. 

EXPLORING THE DARK SIDE OF HUMAN NATURE 

Our journey together will be one that the poet Milton might say leads into "dark­
ness visible." It will take us to places where evil, by any definition of the word, has 
flourished. We will meet a host of people who have done very bad things to others, 
often out of a sense of high purpose, the best ideology, and moral imperative. You 
are alerted to watch for demons along the path, but you may be disappointed by 
their banality and their similarity to your next-door neighbor. With your permis­
sion, as your adventure guide, I will invite you to walk in their shoes and see 
through their eyes in order to give you an insider's perspective upon evil, up close 
and personal. At times, the view will be downright ugly, but only by examining 
and understanding the causes of such evil might we be able to change it, to con­
tain it, to transform it through wise decisions and innovative communal action. 

The basement of Stanford University's Jordan Hall is the backdrop I will use 
to help you understand what it was like to be a prisoner, a guard, or a prison super­
intendent at that time in that special place. Although the research is widely known 
from media sound bites and some of our research publications, the full story has 
never before been told. I will narrate the events as they unfold in first person, pres­
ent tense, re-creating the highlights of each day and night in chronological 
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sequence. After we consider the implications of the Stanford Prison Experiment— 
ethical, theoretical, and practical—we will expand the bases of the psychological 
study of evil by exploring a range of experimental and field research by psycholo­
gists that illustrates the power of situational forces over individual behavior. We 
will examine in some detail research on conformity, obedience, deindividuation, 
dehumanization, moral disengagement, and the evil of inaction. 

"Men are not prisoners of fate, but only prisoners of their own minds," said 
President Franklin Roosevelt. Prisons are metaphors for constraints on freedom, 
both literal and symbolic. The Stanford Prison Experiment went from initially 
being a symbolic prison to becoming an all-too-real one in the minds of its prison­
ers and guards. What are other self-imposed prisons that limit our basic freedoms? 
Neurotic disorders, low self-esteem, shyness, prejudice, shame, and excessive fear 
of terrorism are just some of the chimeras that limit our potentiality for freedom 
and happiness, blinding our full appreciation of the world around us. 2 1 

With that knowledge in mind, Abu Ghraib returns to capture our attention. 
But now let us go beyond the headlines and TV images to appreciate more fully 
what it was like to be a prison guard or a prisoner in that horrid prison at the time 
of those abuses. Torture forces its way into our investigation in the new forms that 
it has taken since the Inquisition. I will take you into the court-martial of one of 
those military policemen, and we will witness some of the negative fallout of the 
soldiers' actions. Throughout, we will bring to bear all we know about the triadic 
components of our social psychological understanding, focusing on acting people 
in particular situations, created and maintained by systemic forces. We will put 
on trial the command structure of the U.S. military, CIA officials, and top govern­
ment leaders for their combined complicity in creating a dysfunctional system 
that spawned the torture and abuses of Abu Ghraib. 

The first part of our final chapter will offer some guidelines on how to resist 
unwanted social influence, how to build resistance to the seductive lures of influ­
ence professionals. We want to know how to combat mind control tactics used to 
compromise our freedom of choice to the tyranny of conformity, compliance, 
obedience, and self-doubting fears. Although I preach the power of the situation, 
I also endorse the power of people to act mindfully and critically as informed 
agents directing their behavior in purposeful ways. By understanding how social 
influence operates and by realizing that any of us can be vulnerable to its subtle 
and pervasive powers, we can become wise and wily consumers instead of being 
easily influenced by authorities, group dynamics, persuasive appeals, and compli­
ance strategies. 

I want to end by reversing the question with which we started. Instead of 
considering whether you are capable of evil, I want you to consider whether you 
are capable of becoming a hero. My final argument introduces the concept of the 
"banality of heroism." I believe that any one of us is a potential hero, waiting for 
the right situational moment to make the decision to act to help others despite 
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personal risk and sacrifice. But we have far to travel before we get to that happy 

conclusion, so andiamo! 

Power said to the world, 

"You are mine." 

The world kept it prisoner on her throne. 

Love said to the world, "I am thine." 

The world gave it the freedom of her house. 

—Rabindranath Tagore, Stray Birds22 



CHAPTER TWO 

Sunday's Surprise Arrests 

Little did this band of young strangers realize that Palo Alto's church bells were 
tolling for them, that their lives would soon be transformed in totally unexpected 
ways. 

It is Sunday, August 14, 1971, 9:55 A.M. The temperature is in the seventies, 
the humidity is low, as usual, the visibility is unlimited; there is a cloudless azure 
blue sky above. Another postcard-perfect summer day begins in Palo Alto, Califor­
nia. The Chamber of Commerce would not have it otherwise. Imperfection and ir­
regularity are as little tolerated in this western paradise as is litter in the streets or 
weeds in a neighbor's garden. It feels good to be alive on a day like this, in a place 
like this. 

This is the Eden where the American dream plays out, the end of the frontier. 
Palo Alto's population is closing in on 60,000 citizens, but its main distinction de­
rives from the 11,000 students living and studying about a mile away down Palm 
Drive with its hundreds of palm trees lining the entrance to Stanford University. 
Stanford is like a sprawling mini-city covering more than eight thousand acres, 
with its own police and fire departments and post office. Just an hour's drive north 
is San Francisco. Palo Alto, by contrast, is safer, cleaner, quieter, and whiter. Most 
blacks live across the Highway 101 tracks at the east end of town, in East Palo 
Alto. In comparison to the run-down, multistory tenement buildings I was used 
to, East Palo Alto's single- and two-family houses more nearly resemble a suburb 
where my high school teacher might have dreamed of living if he could have 
saved enough money by moonlighting as a cab driver. 

Yet, all around this oasis, trouble has begun brewing of late. Over in Oak­
land, the Black Panther Party is promoting black pride, backed by black power, to 
resist racist practices "by all means necessary." Prisons are becoming centers for 
recruiting a new breed of political prisoners, inspired by George Jackson, who is 
about to go on trial with his "Soledad Brothers" for the alleged murder of a prison 
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guard. The women's liberation movement is picking up steam, dedicated to end­
ing women's secondary citizenship and fostering new opportunities for them. The 
unpopular war in Vietnam drags on as body counts soar daily. That tragedy wors­
ens as the Nixon-Kissinger administration reacts to antiwar activists with ever-
greater bombings in reaction to the mass demonstrations against the war. The 
"military-industrial complex" is the enemy of this new generation of people, who 
openly question its aggressive-commercial-exploitation values. For anyone who 
likes to live in a truly dynamic era, this Zeitgeist is unlike any in recent history. 

COMMUNAL EVIL, COMMUNAL GOOD 

Intrigued by the contrasts between the sense of ambient anonymity I lived with in 
New York City and this sense of community and personal identity that I felt in 
Palo Alto, I decided to conduct a simple field experiment to test the validity of this 
difference. I had become interested in the antisocial effects that anonymity in­
duced when people felt no one could identify them when they were in a setting 
that encouraged aggression. Based on the Lord of the Flies conception of masks 
liberating hostile impulses, I had conducted research showing that research par­
ticipants who were "deindividuated" more readily inflicted pain on others than 
did those who felt more individuated.1 Now I wanted to see what the good citizens 
of Palo Alto would do in response to the temptation offered by an invitation to 
vandalism. I designed a Candid Camera-type field study that involved abandoning 
automobiles in Palo Alto and, as a comparison, three thousand miles away in the 
Bronx. Good-looking cars were placed across the street from the campuses of 
New York University's Bronx campus and Stanford University, with their hoods 
raised and license plates removed—sure "releaser" signals to lure citizens into be­
coming vandals. From concealed vantage points, my research team watched and 
photographed the action in the Bronx and videotaped the Palo Alto scene.2 

We had not yet set up our recording equipment in the Bronx when the first 
vandals appeared and began stripping the car—Dad barking orders for Mom to 
empty the trunk and the son to check out the glove compartment while he re­
moved the battery. Passersby, walking and driving, stopped to strip our helpless 
car of any and all items of value before the demolition derby began. This episode 
was followed by a parade of vandals who systematically stripped and then demol­
ished that vulnerable New York City car. 

Time magazine carried this sad tale of urban anonymity at work under the 
heading "Diary of an Abandoned Automobile."3 In a matter of days, we recorded 
twenty-three separate destructive incidents on that hapless Oldsmobile in the 
Bronx. The vandals turned out to be just ordinary citizens. They were all white, 
well-dressed adults who, under other circumstances, might demand more police 
protection and less coddling of criminals and would "very definitely agree" with 
the opinion poll item about the necessity for more law and order. Contrary to ex­
pectation, only one of these acts was performed by kids simply delighting in the 
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joys of destruction. Even more surprising, all this destruction took place in broad 
daylight, so we had no need for our infrared film. Internalized anonymity needs 
no darkness for its expression. 

But what was the fate of our abandoned Palo Alto car, which had also been 
made to look obviously vulnerable to assault? After a full week, there was not a 
single act of vandalism against it! People passed by, drove by, looked at it, but no 
one even touched it. Well, not exactly. It rained one day, and a kindly gentleman 
shut the hood. (God forbid the engine should get wet!) When I drove the car away, 
back to the Stanford campus, three neighbors called the police to report a possible 
theft of an abandoned car.4 That is my operational definition of "community," 
people caring enough to take action in the face of an unusual or possibly illegal 
event on their turf. I believe such prosocial behavior comes from the assumption of 
reciprocal altruism, others would do the same to protect their property or person. 

The message of this little demonstration is that conditions that make us feel 
anonymous, when we think that others do not know us or care to, can foster anti­
social, self-interested behaviors. My earlier research highlighted the power of 
masking one's identity to unleash aggressive acts against other people in situa­
tions that gave permission to violate the usual taboos against interpersonal vio­
lence. This abandoned car demonstration extended that notion to include ambient 
anonymity as a precursor to violations of the social contract. 

Curiously, this demonstration has become the only bit of empirical evidence 
used to support the "Broken Windows Theory" of crime, which posits public disor­
der as a situational stimulus to crime, along with the presence of criminals.5 Any 
setting that cloaks people in anonymity reduces their sense of personal account­
ability and civic responsibility for their actions. We see this in many institutional 
settings, such as our schools and jobs, the military, and prisons. Broken Windows 
advocates argue that alleviating physical disorder—removing abandoned cars 
from the streets, wiping out graffiti, and fixing broken windows—can reduce 
crime and disarray in city streets. There is evidence that such proactive measures 
work well in some cities, such as New York, but not as well in other cities. 

Community spirit thrives in a quiet, orderly way in places such as Palo Alto 
where people care about the physical and social quality of their lives and have the 
resources to work at improving both. Here there is a sense of fairness and trust 
that contrasts with the nagging tugs of inequity and cynicism that drag down 
folks in some other places. Here, for example, people have faith in their police de­
partment to control crime and contain evil—justifiably so, because the police are 
well educated, well trained, friendly, and honest. The police go "by the book," 
which makes them act fairly, even if, on rare occasions, people forget that police 
are just blue-collar workers who happen to wear blue uniforms and can get laid 
off when the city budget is in the red. At rare times, however, even the best of 
them can let authority rule over their humanity. That doesn't happen often in a 
place like Palo Alto, but it did in a curious way that forms the back story of how 
the Stanford Prison Experiment started off with a big bang. 
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TOWN-GOWN CONFRONTATIONS AT 
STANFORD AND BEYOND 

The only blemish on the otherwise excellent service and citizenship record of Palo 
Alto's finest was their loss of composure during a confrontation with Stanford 
student radicals during the 1970 strike against the United States involvement in 
Indochina. When these students started "trashing" campus buildings, I helped 
organize several thousand other students in constructive antiwar activities to show 
that violence and vandalism got only negative media attention and had no impact 
on the conduct of the war, while our pro-peace tactics might.6 Unfortunately, the 
new university president, Kenneth Pitzer, panicked and called in the cops, and, as 
in many such confrontations happening all over America, too many cops lost their 
professional composure and beat up the kids they had previously felt it was their 
duty to protect. There were even more violent police—campus confrontations—at 
the University of Wisconsin (October 1967), Kent State University in Ohio (May 
1970), and Jackson State University in Mississippi (also May 1970). College stu­
dents were shot at, wounded, and killed by local police and National Guardsmen, 
who in other times are counted on as their protectors. (See Notes for details.)7 

From The New York Times, May 2, 1970 (pp. 1,9): 

The resurgence of campus antiwar sentiment—with Cambodian develop­
ments as its central issue—took a variety of forms yesterday and included 
the following incidents: 

Two National Guard units were put on alert by Gov. Marvin Mandel of 
Maryland after students at the University of Maryland clashed with the 
state police following a rally and a hit-and-run attack on the R.O.T.C. 
headquarters on the College Park Campus. 

About 2,300 Princeton University Students and faculty members 
voted to strike until at least Monday afternoon, when a mass meeting is 
scheduled: this will conclude a boycott of all social functions. . . . A student 
strike at Stanford University developed into a rock-throwing melee on the 
California campus: police used tear gas to disperse the demonstrators. 

A Stanford report described a level of violence that had never before been 
seen on this bucolic campus. Police were called to campus at least thirteen times 
and made more than forty arrests. The most serious demonstrations occurred on 
April 29 and 30, 1970, following news of the U.S. invasion in Cambodia. Police 
from as far away as San Francisco were summoned, rocks were thrown, and tear 
gas was first used on campus during these two nights, which President Pitzer de­
scribed as "tragic." Approximately sixty-five people, including many police offi­
cers, were hurt. 

Hard feelings arose between the Stanford college community, on the one side, 
and the Palo Alto police and hard-line, "hawk" townies, on the other. This was 
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a strange conflict because there had never been the same kind of love-hate, 
town-gown relationship that existed between the townies in New Haven and Yale 
University students that I had experienced as a graduate student. 

The new chief of police, Captain James Zurcher, who had taken charge of the 
department in February 1971, was eager to dissolve any lingering animosity 
from the riot-torn days of his predecessor and was thus receptive to my request to 
collaborate in a program of city police—Stanford student "depolarization."8 

Young, articulate officers conducted student tours of the Police Department's 
sparkling new facility, while students reciprocated by inviting police to share dor­
mitory meals with them and sit in on classes. I suggested further that interested 
police rookies might even participate in some of our research. It was another sign 
that reasonable people could work out reasonable solutions to what seemed like 
insoluble social problems. However, it was in this context that I naively helped to 
create a new pocket of evil in Palo Alto. 

Chief Zurcher agreed that it would be interesting to study how men become 
socialized into the role of police officers and what went into transforming a rookie 
into a "good cop." Great idea, I replied, but that would require a big grant that I 
didn't have. But I did have a small grant to study what went into the making of a 
prison guard, since that was a role narrower in function as well as in territory. 
How about creating a prison in which rookie cops and college students would be 
both mock guards and mock prisoners? That sounded like a good idea to the chief. 
In addition to whatever I might learn, the chief felt that it would be a good per­
sonal training experience for some of his men. So he agreed to assign several of 
his rookies to be in this mock prison experience. I was delighted, knowing that 
with that foot in the door, I could then ask to have his officers conduct mock ar­
rests of the students who were soon to become our prisoners. 

Shortly before we were ready to begin, the chief reneged on his promise to 
use his own men as mock prisoners or guards, saying they could not be spared for 
the next two weeks. Nevertheless, the spirit of detente was maintained, and he 
volunteered to assist in my prison study in whatever other way feasible. 

I suggested that the ideal way to start the study most realistically and with 
dramatic flair would be for his officers to stage arrests of the would-be mock pris­
oners. It would take only a few hours on an off-time Sunday morning, and it 
would surely make a big difference in the success of the research if the prisoners-
to-be had their freedom suddenly stripped away as they would in real arrests, 
rather than coming to Stanford voluntarily to surrender their freedom as re­
search subjects. The chief acquiesced halfheartedly and promised that the duty 
sergeant would assign one squad car for this purpose on Sunday morning. 

DISASTER: MISSION ABOUT TO ABORT BEFORE TAKEOFF 

My mistake was not getting this confirmation in writing. Reality checks demand 
written documents (when an agreement is not filmed or taped). When I realized 
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this truth on Saturday and called the station for a confirmation, Chief Zurcher 
was already away for the weekend. Bad omen. 

As I expected, on Sunday the duty sergeant had no intention of committing 
the Palo Alto Police Department to a surprise mass arrest of a band of college stu­
dents for alleged penal code violations, certainly not without written authoriza­
tion from his chief. No way this old-timer was going to get involved in any 
experiment conducted by someone like me, whom his vice president, Spiro 
Agnew, had dismissed as an "effete intellectual snob." There were obviously more 
important things for his officers to do than to play cops and robbers as part of 
some lamebrained experiment. In his view, psychology experiments meant med­
dling into other people's affairs and finding out things better left private. He must 
have thought psychologists could read people's minds if they looked into their 
eyes, so he avoided looking at me when he said, "Sorry about that, Professor. I'd 
like to help you out, but rules are rules. Can't reassign the men to a new duty post 
without formal authorization." 

Before he could say, "Come back on Monday, when the chief's here," I had a 
flash of this well-planned study going aground before even being launched. All 
systems were go: our mock prison had been carefully constructed in the basement 
of Stanford's Psychology Department; the guards had selected their uniforms and 
were eagerly waiting to receive their first prisoners; the first day's food had al­
ready been bought; the prisoners' uniforms had been all hand sewn by my secre­
tary's daughter; videotaping facilities and taped bugging of the prisoner cells had 
been readied, the university Health Department, the Legal Department, the Fire 
Department, and the campus police had all been alerted; and arrangements for 
renting beds and linens were complete. Much more had been done to accommo­
date the daunting logistics of dealing with at least two dozen volunteers for two 
weeks, half living in our prison day and night, the others working eight-hour 
shifts. I had never before conducted an experiment that lasted more than one 
hour per subject per session. All this, and with one simple "No"; it might all crash 
and burn. 

Having learned that precaution is the better part of scientific wisdom and 
that an ace in the hole is the best attribute of a Bronx wiseguy, I had anticipated 
this scenario as soon as I learned that Captain Zurcher had split from the scene. 
Therefore, I had persuaded a San Francisco TV director at station KRON to film 
the exciting surprise police arrests as a special feature for its evening news pro­
gram. I counted on the power of the media to soften institutional resistance and 
even more on the lure of showbiz to get the arresting officers on my side—in front 
of the camera. 

"Sure is a shame, Sergeant, that we can't proceed today as the chief expected 
we would. We have a TV cameraman right here from Channel 4 all ready to film 
the arrests for tonight's evening news. It would have been good public relations 
for the department, but maybe the chief won't be too upset that you decided not 
to permit us to go ahead as planned." 
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"Look, I didn't say I was against it, it's only that I'm not sure any of our men 
would be willing to do it. We can't just pull them off their duty, you know." 

Vanity, Thy Name Is TV News Time 

"Why don't we leave it up to the two officers here? If they don't mind being filmed 
for TV while they go through a few routine police arrests, then maybe we could go 
ahead as the chief agreed we should." 

"No big thing, Sarge," said the younger officer, Joe Sparaco, combing his 
wavy black hair as he looked at the cameraman with his big camera resting 
snugly on his shoulder. "It's a slow Sunday morning, and this seems like it might 
be sort of interesting." 

"All right, the chief must know what he's doing; I don't want to make any 
trouble if everything's all set up already. But hear me, you better be ready to an­
swer any calls and cut the experiment short if I need you." 

I chimed in, "Officers, would you spell your names for the TV man so that he 
can pronounce them right when the news report is shown tonight?" I needed to 
ensure their cooperation no matter what came up in Palo Alto before all of our 
prisoners had been arrested and gone through the formal booking process down 
here at headquarters. 

"Must be a pretty important experiment to have TV coverage and all, huh, 
Professor?" Officer Bob asked, straightening his tie and automatically fingering 
the handle of his gun. 

"I guess the TV people think so," I said, with full awareness of the precarious-
ness of my perch, "what with surprise arrests by the police and all. It is a rather 
unusual experiment that might have some interesting effects; probably that's the 
reason the chief gave us the go-ahead. Here is a list of the names and addresses of 
each of the nine suspects to be arrested. I will be driving with Craig Haney, my 
graduate research assistant, behind your squad car. Drive slowly, so the camera­
man can film your movements. Arrest one at a time using your standard operat­
ing procedure, read them their Miranda rights, search them, and handcuff them, 
as you would any dangerous suspect. The charge is burglary for the first five sus­
pects, a 459 Penal Code violation, and make it armed robbery for the next four 
arrests, a Section 211 Code. Return each one to headquarters for booking, finger­
printing, filling out criminal identification cards, and whatever you usually do. 

"Then put each one in a detention cell while you pick up the next suspect on 
the list. We will transfer the prisoner from your holding cell to our jail. The only ir­
regular thing we'd like you to do is to blindfold the prisoner when you put him into 
the holding cell, with one of these blindfolds. When we transfer him out, we don't 
want him to see us or know exactly where he is headed. Craig, with my other as­
sistant, Curt Banks, and one of our guards, Vandy, will do the transport." 

"Sounds fine, Professor, Bob and I can handle it just fine, no problem." 
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NOW COMES THE MAIN STORY LINE9 

We leave the sergeant's front office to go downstairs to check out the booking 
room—Joe and Bob, Craig, the cameraman, Bill, and I. Everything is spanking 
new; this unit was just constructed within the main Palo Alto City office center, a 
short distance but a far cry from the old jail, which had become run down, not 
from overuse but just old age. I wanted the officers and the cameraman to stay in­
volved in the proceedings from the first arrest to the last to keep the arrests as stan­
dardized as possible. I had debriefed the TV man earlier about the purpose of the 
study but done so in a cursory manner because my concern had been winning 
over the anticipated resistance of the duty sergeant. It occurred to me that I should 
lay out for all of them some of the procedural details of the study as well as some 
of the reasons for doing this kind of experiment. It would help create a team feel­
ing and also show that I cared enough to take the time to answer their questions. 

"Do these kids know they are going to be arrested? Do we tell them it's part of 
an experiment or what?" 

"Joe, they have all volunteered for a study of prison life. They answered an ad 
we put in the newspapers calling for college students who want to earn fifteen dol­
lars a day to participate in a two-week experiment on the psychology of imprison­
ment, and—" 

"You mean to say these kids are getting paid fifteen bucks a day to do nothin' 
but sit in a jail cell for two weeks? Maybe Joe and I could volunteer. Sounds like 
easy money." 

"Maybe. Maybe it's easy money, and maybe if anything interesting turns up, 
we will do the study again, using some police officers as prisoners and guards, as 
I had told your chief." 

"Well, you can count on us if you do." 
"As I was saying, the nine students you are about to arrest were part of a 

large group of about a hundred men who answered our ads in the Palo Alto Times 
and The Stanford Daily. We screened out the obvious weirdos, the ones with prior 
arrests of any kind, and any with medical or mental problems. After an hourlong 
psychological assessment and in-depth interviews by my assistants, Craig Haney 
and Curt Banks, we selected twenty-four of these volunteers to be our research 
subjects." 

"Twenty-four times fifteen bucks times fourteen days is a lot of money you're 
gonna hafta pay out. It's not outta your pocket, is it, Doc?" 

"It comes to $5,040, but the research is supported by a government grant 
from the Office of Naval Research to study antisocial behavior, so I don't have to 
pay the salaries myself." 

"Did all the students want to be prison guards?" 
"Well, no, in fact no one wanted to be a guard; they all preferred to take the 

prisoner's role." 
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"How come? Seems like being a guard would be more fun and less hassle 
than being a prisoner, at least to me it does. Another thing is that fifteen bucks for 
twenty-four hours' work as a prisoner is peanuts. It's better pay for the guards if 
they only work usual shifts." 

"That's right, the guards are planning to work eight-hour shifts, with three 
crews of three guards around the clock covering the nine prisoners. But the rea­
son why these students preferred being in the prisoner role is that they might at 
some time become a prisoner, for draft evasion or DUI charges, for example, or ar­
rested in some protest for civil rights or against the war. Most of them said they 
could never imagine ever being a prison guard—they didn't go to college in the 
hope of becoming a prison guard. So although they are all participating primarily 
for the money, some of them also expect to learn something about how they will 
handle themselves in this novel prison situation." 

"How did you choose your guards? Bet you picked the biggest guys?" 
"No, Joe, we randomly assigned all the volunteers to each of the two condi­

tions, like tossing a coin. If it came up heads, the volunteer was assigned to be a 
guard; if it was tails, a prisoner. The guards were told yesterday that they had 
come up heads. They came to our little jail in the basement of Stanford's Psy­
chology Department to help us put the finishing touches on it, so that they would 
feel like it was their place. Each of them picked out a uniform at the local Army 
surplus store, and they are waiting now for the action to begin." 

"Did they get any training to be guards?" 
"Wish I had the time to do that, but all we did was give them a brief orienta­

tion yesterday; no specific training in how to act their new role. The main thing is 
for them to maintain law and order, no violence against prisoners, and not allow 
any escapes. I also tried to convey to them the kind of psychological mind-set of 
prisoners being powerless that we want to create in this prison. 

"The kids you are going to arrest were simply told to wait at home, in a dor­
mitory, or at some designated house if they lived too far away, and they would be 
hearing from us this morning." 

"And so they soon will, huh, Joe? We'll give 'em the real thing." 
"I'm a little confused about a couple of things." 
"Sure, fire away, Joe. You too, Bill, if there is something you want to know to 

help share later with your producer for tonight's show." 
"My question is this, Doc: What's the point of going through all the trouble 

to set up a prison of your own down at Stanford, arresting these college students, 
paying out all that money, when we already have prisons enough and criminals 
enough? Why not just observe what goes on in the county jail or the action over 
at San Quentin? Wouldn't that tell you what you want to know about guards and 
prisoners in real prisons?" 

Joe had hit the nail right on the head. Instantly I was into my college profes­
sor role, eager to profess to curious listeners: "I'm interested in discovering what 
it means psychologically to be a prisoner or a prison guard. What changes does a 
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person undergo in the process of adapting to that new role? Is it possible in the 
short time of only a few weeks to take on a new identity that is different from one's 
usual self? 

"There have been studies of actual prison life by sociologists and criminolo­
gists, but they suffer from some serious drawbacks. Those researchers are never 
free to observe all phases of prison life. Their observations are usually limited in 
scope, without much direct access to prisoners and even less to the guards. Since 
there are only two classes of people that populate prisons, staff and inmates, all 
researchers are outsiders viewed with suspicion, if not distrust, by all the system's 
insiders. They can see only what they are allowed to see on guided tours that 
rarely get beneath the surface of prison life. We'd like to better understand the 
deeper structure of the prisoner/guard relationship by re-creating the psychologi­
cal environment of a prison, and then to be in a position to observe, record, and 
document the entire process of becoming indoctrinated into the mental set of 
prisoner and guard." 

"Yes, I guess it makes sense the way you put it," Bill chimes in, "but the big 
difference between your Stanford jail and real ones is the type of prisoners and 
guards you're starting out with. In a real prison, we're dealing with criminal 
types, violent guys who think nothing about breaking the law or attacking 
guards. And you gotta have tough guards to keep them in line, ready to break 
heads if necessary. Your sweet little Stanford kids aren't mean or violent or tough 
like real guards and prisoners are." 

"Let me throw in a zinger," says Bob. "How can you expect these college kids 
who know they're getting fifteen bucks a day for doing nothing will not just cool 
it for two weeks and have some fun and games at your expense, Doc?" 

"First, I should mention that our subjects are not all Stanford students, only 
a few are. The others come from all over the country and even from Canada. As 
you know, a lot of young people come to the Bay Area in the summer, and we've 
recruited a cross section of them who were just finishing summer school at Stan­
ford or at Berkeley. But you're right in saying that the Stanford County Jail will not 
be populated with the usual prison types. We went out of our way to select young 
men who seemed to be normal, healthy, and average on all the psychological di­
mensions we measured. Along with Craig, here, and another advanced graduate 
student, Curt Banks, I carefully selected our final sample from among all those we 
interviewed." 

Craig, who had been waiting patiently for this sign of recognition from 
his mentor to get a word in edgewise, was ready to add to the thesis being laid 
down: "In a real prison, when we observe some event—for example, prisoners 
stabbing each other or a guard smashing an inmate—we can't determine the 
extent to which the particular person or the particular situation is responsible. 
There are indeed some prisoners who are violent sociopaths, and there are 
some guards who are sadistic. But do their personalities account for all or even 
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most of what goes on in prison? I doubt it. We have to take the situation into ac­
count." 

I beamed at Craig's eloquent argument. I also shared the same dispositional 
doubt but felt reassured to have Craig put it so well to the police officers. I contin­
ued, warming into my best minilecture style: 

"The rationale is this: our research will attempt to differentiate between what 
people bring into a prison situation from what the situation brings out in the peo­
ple who are there. By preselection, our subjects are generally representative of 
middle-class, educated youth. They are a homogeneous group of students who 
are quite similar to each other in many ways. By randomly assigning them to the 
two different roles, we begin with 'guards' and 'prisoners' who are comparable— 
indeed, are interchangeable. The prisoners are not more violent, hostile, or rebel­
lious than the guards, and the guards aren't more power-seeking authoritarians. 
At this moment 'prisoner' and 'guard' are one and alike. No one wanted to be a 
guard; no one really committed any crime that would justify imprisonment and 
punishment. In two weeks, will these youngsters still be so indistinguishable? Will 
their roles change their personalities? Will we see any transformations of their 
character? That's what we plan to discover." 

Craig added, "Another way of looking at it is, you're putting good people in an 
evil situation to see who or what wins." 

"Thanks, Craig, I like that," gushed Cameraman Bill. "My director will want 
to use that tonight as a tease. The station didn't have a communicaster available 
this morning, so I have to both shoot and also come up with some angles to hook 
the arrest footage on. Say, Professor, time is running. I'm ready, can we get started 
now?" 

"Of course, Bill. But, Joe, I never did answer your first question about the ex­
periment." 

"Which was?" 
"Whether the prisoners knew they would be arrested as part of the experi­

ment. The answer is no. They were merely told to be available for participation in 
the experiment this morning. They may assume that the arrest is part of the re­
search since they know they did not commit the crimes for which they will be 
charged. If they ask you about the experiment, be vague, neither say it is or isn't. 
Just go about doing your duty as if it were a real arrest; ignore any of their ques­
tions or protests." 

Craig couldn't resist adding, "In a sense, the arrest, like everything else they 
will be experiencing, should merge reality and illusion, role-playing and identity." 

A bit flowery. I thought, but certainly worth saying. Just before Joe started 
the siren on his all-white squad car, he put on his silver reflecting sunglasses, 
the kind the guard wore in the movie Cool Hand Luke, the kind that prevents any­
one from seeing your eyes. I grinned, as did Craig, knowing that all our guards 
would also be donning the same anonymity-inducing goggles as part of our at-
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tempt to create a sense of deindividuation. Art, life, and research were beginning 
to merge. 

"THERE'S A COP KNOCKING ON THE DOOR" 1 0 

"Momma, Momma, there's a policeman at the door and he's going to arrest Hub­
bie!" screeched the youngest Whittlow girl. 

Mrs. Dexter Whittlow didn't quite hear the message, but from the sound of 
Nina's screech there was some sort of trouble that Father should attend to. 

"Please ask your father to see to it." Mrs. Whittlow was involved in examin­
ing her conscience because she had many misgivings about the changes that had 
been taking place in the church services from which she had just returned. She 
had also been thinking a lot about Hubbie recently, preparing herself for a life of 
twice-a-year visits from her beautiful fuzzy-blond, blue-eyed charmer. One bless­
ing of his going away to college that she secretly prayed for was the "out of sight, 
out of mind" effect that would cool the all-too-obvious passion between Hubbie 
and his girlfriend from Palo Alto High School. For men, a good career had to come 
before hasty marriage plans, she told him often. 

The only fault she could find in this lovable child was that he sometimes got 
carried away when he was with his friends, like last month, when they had 
painted the tile rooftops on the high school for pranks, or when they went about 
reversing and "ripping off" street signs. "It's plain silly and immature, Hubbie, 
and you could get in trouble for it!" 

"Momma, Dad's not home, he's over at the golf course with Mr. Marsden, 
and Hubbie's downstairs being arrested by a policeman!" 

"Hubbie Whittlow, you're wanted on a violation of Penal Code number 459, 
residential burglary. I'm going to take you to police headquarters for booking. Be-
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fore I search and handcuff you, I must warn you of your rights as a citizen." 
(Mindful of the TV camera grinding away, recording for posterity this classic ar­
rest, Joe was all Super Cop in stance and all Dragnet's cool Joe Friday in delivery.) 
"Let me make some facts clear: You have the right to remain silent and are not re­
quired to answer any questions. Anything you say can and will be used against 
you in a court of law. You have the right to consult an attorney before you answer 
any questions, and an attorney may be present during the questioning. And if you 
have no funds to hire an attorney, the public defender will provide you with one to 
represent you at all stages of the proceedings. Do you understand your rights? 
Good. Having these rights in mind, I am taking you to Central Station for booking 
on the crime you are charged with. Now come peacefully over to the squad car." 

Mrs. Whittlow was stunned to see her son being body searched, handcuffed, 
and spread-eagled against the police car like a common criminal one sees on the 
TV news. Gathering her composure, she demanded courteously: "What is this all 
about, Officer?" 

"Ma'am, I have instructions to arrest Hubbie Whittlow on charges of bur­
glary, he—" 

"I know, Officer, I told him not to take those street signs, that he shouldn't be 
influenced by those Jennings boys." 

"Momma, you don't understand, this is part of—" 
"Officer, Hubbie is a good boy. His father and I will be glad to pay for the costs 

of replacing anything that was taken. You see it was just a prank, nothing serious 
intended." 

By now a small crowd of neighbors was gathering at a respectable distance, 
lured by the treat of a threat to someone's security or safety. Mrs. Whittlow made 
a special effort not to notice them so as not to be distracted from the task at hand, 
ingratiating herself with the police officer so he would be nicer to her son. "If only 
George were here, he'd know how to handle the situation," she thought. "This is 
what happens when golf comes before God on Sunday." 

"Okay, let's move along, we've got a busy schedule; there's a lot more arrests 
to be made this morning," Joe said as he moved the suspect into the squad car. 

"Momma, Dad knows all about it, ask him, he signed the release, it's all right, 
don't worry, it's just part of—" 

The wailing siren of the squad car and its flashing lights brought out even 
more curious neighbors to console poor Mrs. Whittlow, whose son seemed like 
such a nice boy. 

Hubbie felt uneasy for the first time, seeing his mother's distress and feeling 
guilty sitting there alone in the backseat of a cop car, handcuffed behind the cop's 
protective mesh screen. "So this is how it feels to be a criminal," he was thinking 
when his pink cheeks suddenly flushed with embarrassment as Neighbor Palmer 
pointed at him and exclaimed to his daughter, "What is this world coming to? 
Now it's the Whittlow boy who's committed a crime!" 

At the station, the booking procedure was dispatched with customary effi-
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ciency, given the cooperativeness of the suspect. Officer Bob took charge of Hub-
bie while Joe discussed with us how this first arrest had gone. I thought it had 
taken a little too long, considering that there were eight more to go. However, the 
cameraman wanted it to move more slowly so he could get positioned better since 
he had to shoot only a few good arrest sequences to convey the story. We agreed 
that the next arrest could be deliberate in its filmed sequences, but after that— 
good TV shots or not—the experiment would come first and the arrests would 
have to be sped up. Whittlow alone had already taken thirty minutes; at that rate 
it would take most of the day to complete the arrests. 

I was mindful that the police's cooperation was not independent of the power 
of the media, so I worried that once the filming was completed they might be re­
luctant to follow through with all the remaining arrests on the list. Interesting as 
this part of the study was to observe, I knew that its success was not under my 
control. So many things could go wrong, most of which I had anticipated and tried 
to counteract, but there was always the unexpected event that could wipe out 
even the best-laid plans. There are too many uncontrolled variables in the real 
world, or the "field," as social scientists call it. That's the comfort of laboratory 
research: The experimenter is in charge. The action is all under exquisite con­
trol. The subject is on the researcher's turf. It's as the police interrogation manuals 
caution: "Never interrogate suspects or witnesses in their homes; bring them to the 
station, where you can capitalize on the unfamiliarity, seize on the lack of social 
supports, and in addition, you need not worry about unplanned interruptions." 

I tried gently to urge the policeman to move a bit faster, but Bill kept intrud­
ing with requests for one more shot, one more angle. Joe was blindfolding Hubbie. 
Form C11-6, Bureau of Criminal Identification and Investigation, had been com­
pleted with the required information and full set of fingerprints, with only the 
mug shot remaining. We would do that with our Polaroid camera at our jail to 
save time, shooting after all prisoners were in their new uniforms. Hubbie had 
navigated through the booking process without comment or emotion after his 
first and only attempt at a joke had been rebuffed by Joe: "What are you, a wise 
guy or somethin'?" Now he was sitting in a small detention cell at Central Station, 
blindfolded, alone, and helpless, wondering why he had ever gotten himself into 
this mess and asking himself whether it was worth it. But he took solace in know­
ing that if things got too tough to handle, his father and his cousin, the public de­
fender, could be counted on to arrive and get him out of the contract. 

"OINK, OINK, THE PIGS ARE HERE" 

The next arrest scenario played itself out in a small Palo Alto apartment. 
"Doug, wake up, damn it, it's the police. One minute, please, he's coming. Get 

your pants on, will you." 
"What d'ya mean, the police? What do they want with us? Look, Suzy, don't 
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get uptight, act cool, we haven't done anything they can prove. Let me do the talk­
ing to the pigs. I know my rights. The fascists can't push us around." 

Sensing a troublemaker at hand, Officer Bob used his friendly persuasion ap­
proach. 

"Are you Mr. Doug Karlson?" 
"Yeah, what of it?" 
"I'm sorry, but you are suspected of Penal Code violation number 459, bur­

glary, and I am taking you downtown to the station for booking. You have the 
right to remain silent, you have—" 

"Cut it, I know my rights, I'm not a college graduate for nothing. Where's the 
warrant for my arrest?" 

As Bob was thinking about how to handle this problem tactfully, Doug heard 
the nearby church bells tolling. "It's Sunday!" He had forgotten it was Sunday! 

He said to himself, "Prisoner, huh, so that's the game? I prefer it, didn't go to 
college to become a pig, but I might get ripped off by the police someday, like I al­
most did at last year's antiwar riots at Cal. As I told the interviewer—Haney, I 
think it was—I don't want this for the money and not the experience because the 
whole idea sounds ridiculous, and I don't think it will work, but I'd like to see how 
I deal with being oppressed as a political prisoner. 

"I have to laugh when I think of their silly question 'Estimate the likelihood 
of your remaining in the prison experiment for the full two weeks, on a 0 to 100 
percent scale.' For me, 100 percent, with no sweat. It's not a real prison, only a 
simulated prison. If I don't dig it, I quit, just walk away. And I wonder how they 
reacted to my answer to 'What would you like to be doing ten years from now?' 
'My ideal occupation, which I hope would entail an active part in the world's 
future—the revolution.' " 

"Who am I? What is unique about me? How's my straight-from-the-shoulder 
answer: 'From a religious perspective, I'm an atheist. From a "conventional" per­
spective, I'm a fanatic. From a political perspective, I'm a socialist. From a mental 
health perspective, I'm healthy. From an existential-social perspective, I'm split, 
dehumanized, and detached—and I don't cry much.' " 

Doug was reflecting on the oppression of the poor and the need to seize power 
back from the capitalist-military rulers of this country as he sat defiantly in the 
rear of the squad car on its swift journey to the station house. "It's good to be a 
prisoner," he thought. "All the exciting revolutionary ideas have come out of the 
prison experience." He felt a kinship with Soledad Brother George Jackson, liked 
his letters, and knew that in the solidarity of all oppressed people lies the strength 
to win the revolution. Maybe this little experiment would be the first step in train­
ing his mind and body for the eventual struggle against the fascists ruling 
America. 

The booking officer ignored Doug's flippant comments as his height, weight, 
and fingerprints were efficiently recorded. He was all business. Joe easily rolled 
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each finger to get a clear set of fingerprints even when Doug tried to make his 
hand rigid. Doug was a bit surprised at how strong the pig was, or maybe he was 
just a little weak from hunger since he hadn't had any breakfast yet. Out of 
somber proceedings evolved a slightly paranoid thought: "Hey, maybe those rat 
finks at Stanford really turned me in to the cops. What a fool I was, giving them so 
much personal background that they might use against me." 

"Hey, Copper," Doug called out in his high-pitched voice, "tell me again, what 
am I charged with?" 

"Burglary. On a first conviction, you could be paroled in a couple of years." 

"I AM PREPARED TO BE ARRESTED, SIR" 

The next scenario occurs at the designated pickup place for Tom Thompson, the 
porch of my secretary, Rosanne. Tom was built like a baby bull, five feet, eight 
inches tall, 170 pounds of solid muscle under his crew cut. If there were ever a 
no-nonsense person, it was this eighteen-year-old soldier boy. When we had asked 
him in our interview, "What would you like to be doing ten years from now?" his 
reply was surprising: "Where and what are unimportant—the kind of work would 
involve organization and efficiency producing in unorganized and inefficient 
areas of our government." 

Marital plans: "I plan to marry only after I am solid financially." 
Any therapy, drugs, tranquilizers, or criminal experience? "I have never com­

mitted a criminal act. I still remember the experience when I was five or six of see­
ing my father take a piece of candy to eat in a store while shopping. I was 
ashamed of his act." 

In order to save on rent money, Tom Thompson had been sleeping in the 
backseat of his car, accommodations that were neither comfortable nor well 
suited to studying. Recently he had had to "fight off a spider that bit me twice, 
once on the eye and once on the lip." Nevertheless, he had just completed a full 
summer school course load in order to advance his credit standing. He was also 
working forty-five hours a week at assorted jobs and eating leftover food at the 
student food service to save up for next fall's tuition. As a result of his tenacity and 
frugality, Tom planned to graduate six months early. He was also bulking up by 
exercising seriously in his spare time, which apparently he had a lot of given his 
total absence of dates or close friends. 

To be a paid participant in the prison study was the ideal job for Tom since his 
studies and summer jobs were now over and he needed the money. Three square 
meals a day, a real bed, and maybe a hot shower were like winning the lottery. 
However, more than anything else—or anyone else—he envisioned the next two 
weeks as a paid vacation. 

He had not been doing squats for long on the porch at 450 Kingsley Street, 
where he was waiting to start his stint in our experiment, before the squad car 
pulled up behind his '65 Chevy. At a distance was Haney's Fiat with the un-
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daunted cameraman filming what was to be the last outside arrest. After this, 
he'd get more interior footage in the station, then over at our mock prison. Bill 
was eager to get back to KRON with some hot video for what is usually a tame 
Sunday-evening news show. 

"I'm Tom Thompson, sir. I am prepared to be arrested without any resis­
tance." 

Bob was leery of this one; he might be some kind of nut who wanted to prove 
something with his karate lessons. The handcuffs were slapped on right away, 
even before Miranda rights were read. And his search for concealed weapons was 
more thorough than it had been with the others because he had a funny feeling 
about guys who showed this particular kind of nonresistance. It was too cocky, 
too self-assured for someone facing an arrest; usually it meant a trap of some 
kind: the dude was packing a gun, a false-arrest charge was in the making, or 
there was something else out of the ordinary. "I'm no psychologist," Joe told me 
later, "but there is something off the wall about that guy Thompson, he's like a 
military drill officer—a sergeant in the enemy." 

Fortunately, there were no crimes that Sunday in Palo Alto, or cats stranded 
up trees, to summon Bob and Joe away from finishing their ever-more-efficient ar­
rest procedures. By early afternoon all of our prisoners had been booked and 
taken down to our jail, to the eager waiting arms of our guards-in-the-making. 
These young men would be leaving this sunny Palo Alto paradise, going down a 
short concrete staircase into the transformed basement of the Psychology De­
partment in Jordan Hall, on Serra Street. For some it would become a descent 
into Hell. 



CHAPTER THREE 

Let Sunday's Degradation 
Rituals Begin 

As each of the blindfolded prisoners is escorted down the flight of steps in front 
of Jordan Hall into our little jail, our guards order them to strip and remain stand­
ing naked with their arms outstretched against the wall and legs spread apart. 
They hold that uncomfortable position for a long time as the guards ignore them 
because they are busy with last-minute chores, like packing away the prisoners' 
belongings for safekeeping, fixing up their guards quarters, and arranging beds in 
the three cells. Before being given his uniform, each prisoner is sprayed with pow­
der, alleged to be a delouser, to rid him of lice that might be brought in to contam­
inate our jail. Without any staff encouragement, some guards begin to make fun 
of the prisoners' genitals, remarking on their small penis size or laughing at their 
unevenly hanging testicles. Such a guy thing! 

Still blindfolded, each prisoner is then given his uniform, nothing fancy, just 
a smock, like a tan muslin dress, with numbers on front and back for identifica­
tion. The numbers have been sewn on from sets we bought from a Boy Scout sup­
ply store. A woman's nylon stocking serves as a cap covering the long hair of 
many of these prisoners. It is a substitute for the head shaving that is part of the 
newcomer ritual in the military and some prisons. Covering the head is also a 
method of erasing one of the markers of individuality and promoting greater 
anonymity among the prisoner caste. Next, each prisoner dons a pair of rubber 
clogs, and a locked chain is attached to one ankle—a constant reminder of im­
prisonment. Even when he is asleep, the prisoner will be reminded of his status 
when the chain hits his foot as he turns in his sleep. The prisoners are allowed no 
underwear, so when they bend over their behinds show. 

When the prisoners have been fully outfitted, the guards remove the blind­
folds so that the prisoners can reflect on their new look in the full-length mirror 
propped against the wall. A Polaroid photo documents each prisoner's identity on 
an official booking form, where an ID number replaces "Name" on the form. The 
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humiliation of being a prisoner has begun, much as it does in many institutions 
from military boot camps to prisons, hospitals, and low-level jobs. 

"Don't move your head; don't move your mouth; don't move your hands; 
don't move your feet; and don't move anything. Now shut up, and stay where you 
are," barks Guard Arnett in his first show of authority.1 He and the other day shift 
guards, J. Landry and Markus, are already starting to wield their police billy clubs 
in menacing positions as they undress and outfit the prisoners. The first four pris­
oners are lined up and told some of the basic rules, which the guards and the 
warden had formulated during the guard orientation on the previous day. "I don't 
like the warden to correct my work," says Arnett, "so I will make it desirable for 
you not to have to correct me. Listen carefully to these rules. You must address 
prisoners by number and by number only. Address guards as 'Mr. Correctional 
Officer.' " 

As more prisoners are brought into the Yard, they are similarly deloused, 
outfitted, and made to join their fellows standing against the wall for indoctrina­
tion. The guards are trying to be very serious. "Some of you prisoners already 
know the rules, but others of you have shown you don't know how to act, so you 
need to learn them." Each rule is read slowly, seriously, and authoritatively. The 
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prisoners are slouching, shuffling, gazing around this strange new world. "Stand 
up straight, number 7258. Hands at your sides, prisoners." 

Arnett begins to quiz the prisoners on the rules. He is demanding and critical, 
working hard to set a serious tone in official military manner. His style seems to 
say that he is just doing his job, nothing personal intended. But the prisoners are 
having none of that; they are giggling, laughing, not taking him seriously. They 
are hardly into playing their role as prisoners—yet. 

"No laughing!" orders Guard J. Landry. Stocky, with long, shaggy blond hair, 
Landry is about six inches shorter than Arnett, who is a tall, slim fellow with 
aquiline features, dark brown curly hair, and tightly pursed lips. 

Suddenly, Warden David Jaffe enters the jail. "Stand at attention against this 
wall for the full rule reading," says Arnett. Jaffe, who is actually one of my under­
graduate Stanford students, is a little guy, maybe five feet five, but he seems to be 
taller than usual, standing very erect, shoulders back, head held high. He is al­
ready into his role as the warden. 

I am watching the proceedings from a small scrim-covered window behind 
a partition that conceals our videocamera, Ampex taping system, and a tiny 
viewing space at the south end of the Yard. Behind the scrim, Curt Banks and 
others on our research team will record a series of special events throughout 
the next two weeks, such as meals, prisoner count-offs, visits by parents, friends, 
and a prison chaplain, and any disturbances. We don't have sufficient funds 
to record continuously so we do so judiciously. This is also the site where we ex­
perimenters and other observers can look in on the action without disturbing it 
and without anyone being aware of when we are taping or watching. We can ob­
serve and tape-record only that action taking place directly in front of us in the 
Yard. 

Although we cannot see into the cells, we can listen. The cells are bugged 
with audio devices that enable us to eavesdrop on some of the prisoners' talk. The 
prisoners are not aware of the hidden microphones concealed behind the indirect 
lighting panels. This information will be used to let us know what they are think­
ing and feeling when in private, and what kinds of things they share with one an­
other. It may also be useful in identifying prisoners who need special attention 
because they are becoming overly stressed. 

I am amazed at Warden Jaffe's pontificating and surprised at seeing him all 
dressed up for the first time in a sports jacket and tie. His clothing is rare for stu­
dents in these hippie days. Nervously, he twirls his big Sonny Bono mustache, as 
he gets into his new role. I have told Jaffe that this is the time for him to introduce 
himself to this new group of prisoners as their warden. He is a bit reluctant be­
cause he is not a demonstrative kind of guy; he is lower-key, quietly intense. 
Because he was out of town, he did not take part in our extensive setup plans but 
arrived just yesterday, in time for the guard orientation. Jaffe felt a little out of the 
loop, especially since Craig and Curt were graduate students, while he was only 
an undergraduate. Perhaps he also felt uneasy because he was the littlest one 



Let Sunday's Degradation Rituals Begin 43 

among our otherwise all six-foot-plus-tall staff. But he stiffens his spine and 
comes on as strong and serious. 

"As you probably already know, I am your warden. All of you have shown 
that you are unable to function outside in the real world for one reason or an­
other. Somehow, you lack the sense of responsibility of good citizens of this great 
country. We in this prison, your correctional staff, are going to help you to learn 
what your responsibility as citizens of this country is. You heard the rules. Some­
time in the very near future there will be a copy of the rules posted in each cell. We 
expect you to know them and be able to recite them by number. If you follow all of 
these rules, keep your hands clean, repent for your misdeeds, and show a proper 
attitude of penitence, then you and I will get along just fine. Hopefully I won't 
have to be seeing you too often." 

It was an amazing improvisation, followed by an order from Guard Markus, 
talking up for the first time: "Now you thank the warden for his fine speech to 
you." In unison, the nine prisoners shout their thanks to the warden but without 
much sincerity. 

THESE ARE THE RULES YOU WILL LIVE BY 

The time has come to impose some formality on the situation by exposing to the 
new prisoners the set of rules that will govern their behavior for the next few 
weeks. With all the guards giving some input, Jaffe worked out these rules in an 
intense session yesterday at the end of the guard orientation.2 
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Guard Arnett talks it over with Warden Jaffe, and they decide that Arnett will 
read the full set of the rules aloud—his first step in dominating the day shift. He 
begins slowly and with precise articulation. The seventeen rules are: 

1. Prisoners must remain silent during rest periods, after lights out, during 
meals, and whenever they are outside the prison yard. 

2. Prisoners must eat at mealtimes and only at mealtimes. 
3. Prisoners must participate in all prison activities. 
4. Prisoners must keep their cell clean at all times. Beds must be made and 

personal effects must be neat and orderly. Floors must be spotless. 
5. Prisoners must not move, tamper with, deface, or damage walls, ceilings, 

windows, doors, or any prison property. 
6. Prisoners must never operate cell lighting. 
7. Prisoners must address each other by number only. 
8. Prisoners must always address the guards as "Mr. Correctional Officer" 

and the Warden as "Mr. Chief Correctional Officer." 
9. Prisoners must never refer to their condition as an "experiment" or "simu­

lation." They are imprisoned until paroled. 

"We are halfway there. I hope you are paying close attention, because you 
will commit each and every one of these rules to memory, and we will test at ran­
dom intervals," the guard forewarns his new charges. 

10. Prisoners will be allowed 5 minutes in the lavatory. No prisoner will be al­
lowed to return to the lavatory within 1 hour after a scheduled lavatory 
period. Lavatory visitations are controlled by the guards. 

11. Smoking is a privilege. Smoking will be allowed after meals or at the dis­
cretion of the guard. Prisoners must never smoke in the cells. Abuse of 
the smoking privilege will result in permanent revocation of the smoking 
privilege. 

12. Mail is a privilege. All mail flowing in and out of the prison will be in­
spected and censored. 

13. Visitors are a privilege. Prisoners who are allowed a visitor must meet him 
or her at the door to the yard. The visit will be supervised by a guard, and 
the guard may terminate the visit at his discretion. 

14. All prisoners in each cell will stand whenever the warden, the prison 
superintendent, or any other visitors arrive on the premises. Prisoners 
will wait on orders to be seated or to resume activities. 

15. Prisoners must obey all orders issued by guards at all times. A guard's 
order supersedes any written order. A warden's order supersedes both the 
guard's orders and the written rules. Orders of the superintendent of the 
prison are supreme. 

16. Prisoners must report all rule violations to the guards. 
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"Last, but the most important, rule for you to remember at all times is num­
ber seventeen," adds Guard Arnett in an ominous warning: 

17. Failure to obey any of the above rules may result in punishment. 

Later on in the shift, Guard J. Landry decides that he wants some of the ac­
tion and rereads the rules, adding his personal embellishment: "Prisoners are a 
part of a correctional community. In order to keep the community running 
smoothly, you prisoners must obey the following rules." 

Jaffe nods in agreement; he already likes to think of this as a prison commu­
nity, in which reasonable people giving and following rules can live harmo­
niously. 

The First Count in This Strange Place 

According to the plan developed by the guards at their orientation meeting the 
day before, Guard J. Landry continues the process of establishing the guards' 
authority by giving instructions for the count. "Okay, to familiarize yourselves 
with your numbers, we are going to have you count them off from left to right, 
and fast." The prisoners shout out their numbers, which are arbitrary four- or 
three-digit numbers on the front of their smocks. "That was pretty good, but I'd 
like to see them at attention." The prisoners reluctantly stand erect at attention. 
"You were too slow in standing tall. Give me ten push-ups." (Push-ups soon be­
come a staple in the guards' control and punishment tactics.) "Was that a smile?" 
Jaffe asks. "I can see that smile from down here. This is not funny, this is serious 
business that you have gotten yourselves into." Jaffe soon leaves the Yard to come 
around back to confer with us on how he did in his opening scene. Almost in uni­
son, Craig, Curt, and I give him a pat on the ego: "Right on, Dave, way to go!" 

Initially the purpose of counts, as in all prisons, is an administrative necessity 
to ensure that all prisoners are present and accounted for, that none has escaped 
or is still in his cell sick or needing attention. In this case, the secondary purpose 
of the counts is for prisoners to familiarize themselves with their new numbered 
identity. We want them to begin thinking of themselves, and the others, as prison­
ers with numbers, not people with names. What is fascinating is how the nature 
of the counts is transformed over time from routine memorizing and reciting of 
IDs to an open forum for guards to display their total authority over the prisoners. 
As both groups of student research participants, who are initially interchange­
able, get into their roles, the counts provide public demonstration of the transfor­
mation of characters into guards and prisoners. 

The prisoners are finally sent into their cells to memorize the rules and get ac­
quainted with their new cellmates. The cells, designed to emphasize the ambient 
anonymity of prison living conditions, are actually reconstructed small offices, 
ten by twelve feet in size. For the office furniture we substituted three cots, pushed 
together side by side. The cells are totally barren of any other furniture, except for 
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Cell 3, which has a sink and faucet, which we have turned off but which the 
guards can turn back on at will to reward designated good prisoners put into that 
special cell. The office doors were replaced with specially made black doors fitted 
with a row of iron bars down a central window, with each of the three cell num­
bers prominently displayed on the door. 

The cells run the length of the wall down the right side of the Yard, as it ap­
pears from our vantage point behind the one-way observation screen. The Yard is 
a long, narrow corridor, nine feet wide and thirty-eight feet long. There are no 
windows, simply indirect neon lighting. The only entrance and exit is at the far 
north end of the corridor, opposite our observation wall. Because there is 
only a single exit, we have several fire extinguishers handy in case of a fire, by 
order of the Stanford University Human Subjects Research Committee, which re­
viewed and approved our research. (However, fire extinguishers can also become 
weapons.) 

Yesterday, the guards posted signs on the walls of the Yard, designating this 
"The Stanford County Jail." Another sign forbade smoking without permission, 
and a third indicated, ominously, the location of solitary confinement, "the Hole." 
Solitary consisted of a small closet in the wall opposite the cells. It had been used 
for storage, and its file boxes took up all but about a square yard of open space. 
That is where unruly prisoners would spend time as punishment for various of­
fenses. In this small space, prisoners would stand, squat, or sit on the floor in total 
darkness for the length of time ordered by a guard. They would be able to hear the 
goings-on outside on the Yard and hear all too well anyone banging on the doors 
of the Hole. 

The prisoners are sent to their arbitrarily assigned cells: Cell 1 is for 3401, 
5704, and 7258; Cell 2 is for 819, 1037, and 8612; while Cell 3 houses 2093, 
4325, and 5486. In one sense, this is like a prisoner-of-war situation wherein a 
number of the enemy are captured and imprisoned as a unit, rather than like a 
civilian prison, where there is a preexistent prisoner community into which each 
new inmate is socialized and into which prisoners are always entering and being 
paroled out of. 

All in all, our prison was a much more humane facility than most POW 
camps—and certainly more commodious, clean, and orderly than the hard site at 
Abu Ghraib Prison (which, by the way, Saddam Hussein made notorious for tor­
ture and murder long before American soldiers did more recently). Yet, despite its 
relative "comfort," this Stanford prison would become the scene of abuses that 
eerily foreshadowed the abuses of Abu Ghraib by Army Reserve Military Police 
years later. 

Role Adjustments 

It takes a while for the guards to get into their roles. From the Guard Shift Reports, 
made at the end of each of the three different shifts, we learn that Guard Vandy 
feels uneasy, not sure what it takes to be a good guard, wishes he had been given 
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some training, but thinks it is a mistake to be too nice to the prisoners. Guard 
Geoff Landry, kid brother of J. Landry, reports feeling guilty during the humiliat­
ing degradation rituals in which the prisoners had to stand naked for a long time 
in uncomfortable positions. He is sorry that he did not try to stop some things of 
which he did not approve. Instead of raising an objection, he just left the Yard as 
often as possible rather than continue to experience these unpleasant interac­
tions. Guard Arnett, a graduate student in sociology, who is a few years older than 
the others, doubts that the prisoner induction is having its desired effect. He 
thinks that the security on his shift is bad and the other guards are being too po­
lite. Even after this first day's brief encounters, Arnett is able to single out those 
prisoners who are troublemakers and those who are "acceptable." He also points 
out something that we missed in our observations but Officer Joe had remarked 
about during the arrest of Tom Thompson—a concern about Prisoner 2093. 

Arnett doesn't like the fact that Tom-2093 is "too good" in his "rigid adher­
ence to all orders and regulations."3 (Indeed, 2093 will later be disparagingly 
nicknamed "Sarge" by the other prisoners precisely because of his militaristic 
style of obediently following orders. He has brought some strong values into our 
situation that may come into conflict with those of the guards, something to no­
tice as we go along. Recall that it was something also noticed about Tom by the ar­
resting police officer.) 

In contrast, Prisoner 819 considers the whole situation quite "amusing."4 

He found the first counts rather enjoyable, "just a joke," and he felt that some of 
the guards did as well. Prisoner 1037 had watched as all the others were 
processed in the same humiliating fashion as he was. However, he refused to take 
any of it seriously. He was more concerned with how hungry he had become, 
having eaten only a small breakfast and expecting to be fed lunch, which never 
came. He assumed that the failure to provide lunch was another arbitrary pun­
ishment inflicted by the guards, despite the fact that most prisoners had been well 
behaved. In truth, we had simply forgotten to pick up lunch because the arrests 
had taken so long and there was so much for us to deal with, which included a 
last-minute cancellation by one of the students assigned to the guard role. Fortu­
nately, we got a replacement from the original pool of screened applicants for the 
night shift, Guard Burdan. 

The Night Shift Takes Over 

The night shift guards arrive before their starting time at 6 P.M. to don their new 
uniforms, try on the sleek silver reflecting sunglasses, and equip themselves with 
whistles, handcuffs, and billy clubs. They report to the Guards' Office, located 
down a few steps from the entrance to the Yard, in a corridor that also houses the 
offices of the warden and the superintendent, each with his own sign printed on 
the door. There the day shift guards greet their new buddies, tell them that every­
thing is under control and everything is in place, but add that some prisoners are 
not yet fully with the program. They deserve watching, and pressure should be 
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applied to get them into line. "We're gonna do that just fine, you'll see a straight 
line when you come back tomorrow," boasts one of the newcomer guards. 

The first meal is finally served at seven o'clock. It's a simple one, offered cafe­
teria style on a table set out in the Yard.5 There is room for only six inmates at the 
table, so when they finish the remaining three come to eat what is left. Right off, 
Prisoner 8612 tries to talk the others into going on a sit-down strike to protest 
these "unacceptable" prison conditions, but they are all too hungry and tired to 
go along right now. 8612 is wise guy Doug Karlson, the anarchist who gave the 
arresting cops some lip. 

Back in their cells, the prisoners are ordered to remain silent, but 819 and 
8612 disobey, talk loudly and laugh, and get away with it—for now. Prisoner 
5704, the tallest of the lot, has been silent until now, but his tobacco addiction 
has gotten to him, and he demands that his cigarettes be returned to him. He's 
told that he has to earn the right to smoke by being a good prisoner. 5704 chal­
lenges this principle, saying it is breaking the rules, but to no avail. According to 
the rules of the experiment, any participant could leave at any time, but this 
seems to have been forgotten by the disgruntled prisoners. They could have used 
the threat to quit as a tactic to improve their conditions or reduce the mindless 
hassling they endured, but they did not as they slowly slipped more deeply into 
their roles. 

Warden Jaffe's final official task of this first day is to inform the prisoners 
about Visiting Nights, which are coming up soon. Any prisoners who have friends 
or relatives in the vicinity should write to them about coming to visit. He describes 
the letter-writing procedures and gives each one who asks for it a pen, Stanford 
County Jail stationery, and a stamped envelope. They are to complete their letters 
and return these materials by the end of the brief "writing period." He makes it 
clear that the guards have discretion to decide whether anyone will not be allowed 
to write a letter, because he has failed to follow the rules, did not know his pris­
oner ID number, or for any other reason a guard may have. Once the letters are 
written and handed to the guards, the prisoners are ordered back out of their cells 
for the first count on the night shift. Of course, the staff reads each letter for secu­
rity purposes, also making copies for our files before mailing them out. The lure of 
Visiting Night and the mail, then, become tools that the guards use instinctively 
and effectively to tighten their control on the prisoners. 

The New Meaning of Counts 

Officially, as far as I was concerned, the counts were supposed to serve two func­
tions: to familiarize the prisoners with their ID numbers and to establish that 
all prisoners were accounted for at the start of each guard shift. In many prisons, 
the counts also serve as a means of disciplining the prisoners. Though the first 
count started out innocently enough, our nightly counts and their early-morning 
counterparts would eventually escalate into tormenting experiences. 

"Okay, boys, now we are going to have a little count! Going to be a lot of fun," 
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Guard Hellmann tells them with a big grin. Guard Geoff Landry quickly adds, 
"The better you do it, the shorter it'll be." As the weary prisoners file out into the 
yard, they are silent and sullen, not looking at one another. It has already been a 
long day, and who knows what's in store before they can finally get a good night's 
sleep. 

Geoff Landry takes command: "Turn around, hands against the wall. No 
talking! You want this to last all night? We're going to do this until you get it right. 
Start by counting off in ones." Hellmann adds his two cents: "I want you to do it 
fast, and I want you to do it loud." The prisoners obey. "I didn't hear it very well, 
we'll have to do it again. Guys, that was awful slow, so once again." "That's right," 
Landry chimes in, "we'll have to do it again." As soon as a few numbers are called 
out, Hellmann yells, "Stop! Is that loud? Maybe you didn't hear me right, I said 
loud, and I said clear." "Let's see if they can count backwards. Now try it from the 
other end," Landry says playfully. "Hey! I don't want anybody laughing!" Hell­
mann says gruffly. "We'll be here all night until we get it right." 

Some of the prisoners are becoming aware that a struggle for dominance is 
going on between these two guards, Hellmann and the younger Landry. Prisoner 
819, who has not been taking any of this seriously, begins to laugh aloud as 
Landry and Hellmann one-up each other at the prisoners' expense. "Hey, did I say 
that you could laugh, 819? Maybe you didn't hear me right." Hellmann is getting 
angry for the first time. He gets right up in the prisoner's face, leans on him, and 
pushes him back with his billy club. Now Landry pushes his fellow guard aside 
and commands 819 to do twenty push-ups, which he does without comment. 

Hellmann moves back to center stage: "This time, sing it." As the prisoners 
start to count off again, he interrupts. "Didn't I say that you had to sing? Maybe 
you gentlemen have those stocking caps too tight around your head and you 
can't hear me too well." He is becoming more creative in control techniques and 
dialogue. He turns on Prisoner 1037 for singing his number off key and demands 
twenty jumping jacks. After he finishes, Hellmann adds, "Would you do ten more 
for me? And don't make that thing rattle so much this time." Because there is no 
way to do jumping jacks without the ankle chain making noise, the commands 
are becoming arbitrary, but the guards are beginning to take pleasure in giving 
commands and forcing the prisoners to execute them. 

Even though it is funny to have the prisoners singing numbers, the two 
guards alternate in saying "There's nothing funny about it" and complaining 
"Oh, that's terrible, really bad." "Now once more," Hellmann tells them. "I'd like 
you to sing, I want it to sound sweet." Prisoner after prisoner is ordered to do more 
push-ups for being too slow or too sour. 

When the replacement guard, Burdan, appears with the warden, the dy­
namic duo of Hellmann and Landry immediately switches to having the prison­
ers count off by their prison ID numbers and not just their lineup numbers from 
one to nine, as they had been doing, which of course, made no official sense. Now 
Hellmann insists that they can't look at their numbers when they count since by 
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now they should have memorized them. If anyone of the prisoners gets his num­
ber wrong, the punishment is a dozen push-ups for everyone. Still competing with 
Landry for dominance in the guards' pecking order, Hellmann becomes ever more 
arbitrary: "I don't like the way you count when you're going down. I want you to 
count when you're going up. Do ten more push-ups for me, will you, 5486." The 
prisoners are clearly complying with orders more and more quickly. But that just 
reinforces the guards' desire to demand more of them. Hellmann: "Well, that's 
just great. Why don't you sing it this time? You men don't sing very well, it just 
doesn't sound too sweet to me." Landry: "I don't think they're keeping very good 
time. Make it nice and sweet, make it a pleasure to the ear." 819 and 5486 con­
tinue to mock the process but, oddly, comply with the guards' demands to perform 
many jumping jacks as their punishment. 

The new guard, Burdan, gets into the act even more quickly than did the 
other guards, but he has had on-the-job training watching his two role models 
strut their stuff. "Oh, that was pretty! Now, that's the way I want you to do it. 
3401, come out here and do a solo, tell us what your number is!" Burdan goes be­
yond what his fellow guards have been doing by physically pulling prisoners out 
of line to sing their solos in front of the others. 

Prisoner Stew-819 has become marked. He has been made to sing a solo 
tune, again and again, but his song is deemed never "sweet enough." The guards 
banter back and forth: "He sure doesn't sound sweet!" "No, he doesn't sound 
sweet to me at all." "Ten more." Hellmann appreciates Burdan's beginning to act 
like a guard, but he is not ready to relinquish control to him or to Landry. He asks 
the prisoners to recite the number of the prisoner next down in line to them. 
When they don't know it, as most do not, ever more push-ups. 

"5486, you sound real tired. Can't you do any better? Let's have five more." 
Hellmann has come up with a creative new plan to teach Jerry-5486 his number 
in an unforgettable way: "First do five push-ups, then four jumping jacks, then 
eight push-ups and six jumping jacks, just so you will remember exactly what that 
number is, 5486." He is becoming more cleverly inventive in designing punish­
ments, the first signs of creative evil. 

Landry has withdrawn to the far side of the Yard, apparently ceding domi­
nance to Hellmann. As he does, Burdan moves in to fill the space, but instead of 
competing with Hellmann, he supports him, typically either adding to his com­
mands or elaborating upon them. But Landry is not out of it yet. He moves back 
in and demands another number count. Not really satisfied with the last one, he 
tells the nine tired prisoners to count off now by twos, then by threes, and up and 
up. He is obviously not as creative as Hellmann but competitive nevertheless. 
5486 is confused and made to do more and more push-ups. Hellmann interrupts, 
"I'd have you do it by 7s, but I know you're not that smart, so come over and get 
your blankets." Landry tries to continue: "Wait, wait, hold it. Hands against the 
wall." But Hellmann will have none of that and, in a most authoritative fashion, 
ignores Landry's last order and dismisses the prisoners to get sheets and blankets, 
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make their beds, and stay in their cells until further notice. Hellmann, who has 
taken charge of the keys, locks them in. 

THE FIRST SIGN OF REBELLION BREWING 

At the end of his shift, as he is leaving the Yard, Hellmann yells out to the prison­
ers, "All right, gentlemen, did you enjoy our counts?" "No sir!" "Who said that?" 
Prisoner 8612 owns up to that remark, saying he was raised not to tell a lie. All 
three guards rush into Cell 2 and grab 8612, who is giving the clenched-fist 
salute of dissident radicals as he shouts, 'All power to the people!" He is dumped 
into the Hole—with the distinction of being its first occupant. The guards show 
that they are united about one principle: they will not tolerate any dissent. Landry 
now follows up on Hellmann's previous question to the prisoners. "All right, did 
you enjoy your count?" "Yes sir." "Yes sir, what?" "Yes sir, Mr. Correctional Offi­
cer." "That's more like it." Since no one else is willing to openly challenge their 
authority, the three caballeros walk down the hall in formation, as though in a 
military parade. Before going off to the guards' quarters, Hellmann peers into 
Cell 2 to remind its occupants that "I want these beds in real apple pie order." 
Prisoner 5486 later reported feeling depressed when 8612 was put into the Hole. 
He also felt guilty for not having done anything to intervene. But he rationalized 
his behavior in not wanting to sacrifice his comfort or get thrown into solitary as 
well by reminding himself that "it's only an experiment."6 

Before lights out at 10 P.M. sharp, prisoners are allowed their last toilet privi­
lege of the night. To do so requires permission, and one by one, or two by two, they 
are blindfolded and led to the toilet—out the entrance to the prison and around 
the corridor by a circuitous route through a noisy boiler room to confuse them 
about both its location and their own. Later, this inefficient procedure will be 
streamlined as all prisoners tread this toilet route ensemble, and it might include 
an elevator ride for further confusion. 

At first, Prisoner Tom-2093 says he needs more than the brief time allocated 
because he can't urinate since he is so tense. The guards refuse, but the other pris­
oners unify in their insistence that he be allowed sufficient time. "It was a matter 
of establishing that there were certain things that we wanted," 5486 later defi­
antly reported.7 Small events like this one are what can combine to give a new col­
lective identity to prisoners as something more than a collection of individuals 
trying to survive on their own. Rebel Doug-8612 feels that the guards are obvi­
ously role-playing, that their behavior is just a joke, but that they are "going over­
board." He will continue his efforts to organize the other prisoners so they will 
have more power. In contrast, our fair-haired-boy prisoner, Hubbie-7258, reports 
that "As the day goes on, I wish I was a guard."8 Not surprisingly, none of the 
guards wishes to be a prisoner. 

Another rebellious prisoner, 819, showed his stuff in his letter to his family, 
asking them to come to Visiting Night. He signed it, 'All power to the oppressed 
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brothers, victory is inevitable. No kidding, I am as happy here as a prisoner can 
be!"9 While playing cards in their quarters, the night shift guards and the warden 
decide on a plan for the first count of the morning shift that will distress the pris­
oners. Shortly after the start of their shift, the guards will stand close to the cell 
doors and awaken their charges with loud, shrieking whistles. This will also 
quickly get the new guard shift energized into their roles and disturb the sleep of 
the prisoners at the same time. Landry, Burdan, and Hellmann all like that plan 
and as they continue playing discuss how they can be better guards the following 
night. Hellmann thinks it is all "fun and games." He has decided to act like "hot 
shit" from now on, "to play a more domineering role," as in a fraternity hazing or 
in movies about prisons, like Cool Hand Luke.10 

Burdan is in a critical position as swingman, as the guard in the middle, on 
this night shift. Geoff Landry started out strong but, as the night wore on, de­
ferred to Hellmann's creative inventions and finally gave in to his powerful style. 
Later, Landry will move into the role of a "good guard"—friendly toward the in­
mates and doing nothing to degrade them. If Burdan sides with Landry, then to­
gether they might dim Hellmann's bright lights. But if Burdan sides with the 
tough guy, Landry will be odd man out and the shift will move in a sinister direc­
tion. In his retrospective diary, Burdan writes that he felt anxious when he was 
suddenly called at 6 P.M. that night to be on duty ASAP. 

Putting on a military-style uniform made him feel silly, given the overflowing 
black hair on his face and head, a contrast that he worried might make prisoners 
laugh at him. He consciously decided not to look them in the eyes, nor smile, nor 
treat the scenario as a game. Compared with Hellmann and Landry, who look self-
assured in the new roles, he is not. He thinks of them as "the regulars" even 
though they were at their jobs only a few hours before his arrival. What he enjoys 
most about his costume is carrying the big billy club, which conveys a sense of 
power and security as he wields it, rattling it against the bars of the cell doors, 
banging it on the Hole door, or just pounding into his hand, which becomes his 
routine gesture. The rap session at the end of his shift with his new buddies has 
made him more like his old self, less like a power-drunk guard. He does, however, 
give Landry a pep talk about the necessity for all of them to work as a team in 
order to keep the prisoners in line and not to tolerate any rebelliousness. 

Shrieking Whistles at 2:30 A.M. 

The morning shift comes on in the middle of the night, 2 A.M., and quits at 10 A.M. 
This shift consists of Andre Ceros, another long-haired, bearded young man, who 
is joined by Karl Vandy. Remember that Vandy had helped the day shift to trans­
port prisoners from the County Jail to our jail, so he starts out rather tired. Like 
Burdan, he sports a full head of long, sleek hair. The third guard, Mike Varnish, is 
built like an offensive lineman, sturdy and muscular but shorter than the other 
two. When the warden tells them that there will be a surprise wake-up notice to 
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announce that their shift is at work, all three are delighted to start off with such 
a big bang. 

The prisoners are sound asleep. Some are snoring in their dark, cramped 
cells. Suddenly the silence is shattered. Loud whistles shriek, voices yell, "Up and 
at 'em." "Wake up and get out here for the count!" "Okay, you sleeping beauties, 
it's time to see if you learned how to count." Dazed prisoners line up against the 
wail and count off mindlessly as the three guards alternate in coming up with 
new variations on count themes. The count and its attendant push-ups and 
jumping jacks for failures continue on and on for nearly a weary hour. Finally, the 
prisoners are ordered back to sleep—until reveille a few hours later. Some prison­
ers report that they felt the first signs of time distortion, feeling surprised, ex­
hausted, and angry. Some later admit that they considered quitting at this point. 

Guard Ceros, at first uncomfortable in his uniform, now likes the effect of 
wearing silver reflecting glasses. They make him feel "safely authoritative." But 
the loud whistles echoing through the dark chamber scare him a bit. He feels he 
is too soft to be a good guard, so he tries to turn his urge to laugh into a "sadistic 
smile."11 He goes out of his way to compliment the warden on his constant sug­
gestions for sadistic ways to enhance the count. Varnish later reported that he 
knew it would be tough for him to be a strong guard, and therefore he looked to 
the others for clues about how to behave in this unusual setting, as most of us do 
when we find ourselves in an alien situation. He felt that the main task of the 
guards was to help create an environment in which the prisoners would lose their 
old identities and take on new ones. 

Some Initial Observations and Concerns 

My notes at this time raise the following questions on which to focus our attention 
over the coming days and nights: Will the arbitrary cruelty of the guards con­
tinue to increase, or will it reach some equilibrium point? When they go home 
and reflect on what they did here, can we expect them to repent, feel somewhat 
ashamed of their excesses, and act more kindly? Is it possible that the verbal ag­
gression will escalate and even turn to more physical force? Already, the boredom 
of tedious eight-hour guard shifts has driven the guards to entertain themselves 
by using the prisoners as playthings. How will they deal with this boredom as the 
experiment goes forward? For the prisoners, how will they deal with the boredom 
of living as prisoners around the clock? Will the prisoners be able to maintain 
some measure of dignity or rights for themselves by unifying in their opposition, 
or will they allow themselves to become completely subject to the guards' de­
mands? How long will it be before the first prisoner decides he has had too much 
and quits the experiment, and will that cascade into others following suit? We've 
seen very different styles between the day shift and the night shift. What will the 
morning shift's style be like? 

It is evident that it has taken a while for these students to take on their new 
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roles, and with considerable hesitation and some awkwardness. There is still a 
clear sense that it is an experiment on prison life and not really much like an ac­
tual prison. They may never transcend that psychological barrier of feeling as 
though one were imprisoned in a place in which he had lost his freedom to leave 
at will. How could we expect that outcome in something that was so obviously an 
experiment, despite the mundane reality of the police arrests? In my orientation 
of the guards on Saturday, I had tried to initiate them into thinking of this place 
as a prison in its imitation of the psychological functionality of real prisons. I had 
described the kinds of mental sets that characterize the guard-prisoner experi­
ences that take place in prisons, which I had learned from my contacts with our 
prison consultant, the formerly incarcerated Carlo Prescott, and from the sum­
mer school course we had just completed on the psychology of imprisonment. I 
worried that I might have given too much direction to them, which would de­
mand behavior that they were simply following rather than gradually internaliz­
ing their new roles through their on-the-job-experiences. So far, it seemed as if 
the guards were rather varied in their behavior and not acting from a preplanned 
script. Let's review what transpired in that earlier guard orientation. 

SATURDAY'S GUARD ORIENTATION 

In preparation for the experiment, our staff met with the dozen guards to discuss 
the purpose of the experiment, give them their assignments, and suggest means 
of keeping the prisoners under control without using physical punishment. Nine 
of the guards had been randomly assigned to the three shifts, with the other three 
as backup, or relief guards, available for emergency duty. After I provided an 
overview of why we were interested in a study of prison life, Warden David Jaffe 
described some of the procedures and duties of the guards, while Craig Haney 
and Curt Banks, in the role of psychological counselors, gave detailed information 
about Sunday's arrest features and the induction of the new prisoners into our 
jail. 

In reviewing the purpose of the experiment, I told them that I believe all 
prisons to be physical metaphors for the loss of freedom that all of us feel in differ­
ent ways for different reasons. As social psychologists, we want to understand the 
psychological barriers that prisons create between people. Of course, there were 
limits to what could be accomplished in an experiment using only a "mock 
prison." The prisoners knew they were being imprisoned for only the relatively 
short time of two weeks, unlike the long years most real inmates serve. They also 
knew that there were limits to what we could do to them in an experimental set­
ting, unlike real prisons, where prisoners can be beaten, electrically shocked, 
gang-raped, and sometimes even killed. I made it clear that we couldn't physically 
abuse the "prisoners" in any way. 

I also made it evident that, despite these constraints, we wanted to create a 
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psychological atmosphere that would capture some of the essential features char­
acteristic of many prisons I had learned about recently. 

"We cannot physically abuse or torture them," I said. "We can create bore­
dom. We can create a sense of frustration. We can create fear in them, to some 
degree. We can create a notion of the arbitrariness that governs their lives, which 
are totally controlled by us, by the system, by you, me, Jaffe. They'll have no pri­
vacy at all, there will be constant surveillance—nothing they do will go unob­
served. They will have no freedom of action. They will be able to do nothing and 
say nothing that we don't permit. We're going to take away their individuality in 
various ways. They're going to be wearing uniforms, and at no time will anybody 
call them by name; they will have numbers and be called only by their numbers. 
In general, what all this should create in them is a sense of powerlessness. We 
have total power in the situation. They have none. The research question is, What 
will they do to try to gain power, to regain some degree of individuality, to gain 
some freedom, to gain some privacy? Will the prisoners essentially work against 
us to regain some of what they now have as they freely move outside the 
prison?"12 

I indicated to these neophyte guards that the prisoners were likely to think of 
this all as "fun and games" but it was up to all of us as prison staff to produce the 
required psychological state in the prisoners for as long as the study lasted. We 
would have to make them feel as though they were in prison; we should never 
mention this as a study or an experiment. After answering various questions from 
these guards-in-the-making, I outlined the way in which the three shifts would be 
chosen by their preferences so as to have three of them on each shift. I then made 
it clear that the seemingly least desirable night shift was likely to be the easiest be­
cause the prisoners would be sleeping at least half the time. "There'll be relatively 
little for you to do, although you can't sleep. You have to be there in case they plan 
something." Despite my assumption that there would be little work for the night 
shift, that shift ended up doing the most work—and carrying out the most abu­
sive treatment of the prisoners. 

I should mention again that my initial interest was more in the prisoners and 
their adjustment to this prisonlike situation than it was in the guards. The guards 
were merely ensemble players who would help create a mind-set in the prisoners 
of the feeling of being imprisoned. I think that perspective came from my lower-
class background, which made me identify more with prisoners than guards. It 
surely was shaped by my extensive personal contact with Prescott and the other 
former inmates I had recently gotten to know. So my orientation speech was de­
signed to get the guards "into the mood of the joint" by outlining some of the key 
situational and psychological processes at work in typical prisons. Over time, it 
became evident to us that the behavior of the guards was as interesting as, or 
sometimes even more interesting than, that of the prisoners. Would we have got­
ten the same outcome without this orientation, had we allowed only the behav­
ioral context and role-playing to operate? As you will see, despite this biasing 
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guidance, the guards initially did little to enact the attitudes and behaviors that 
were needed to create such negative mind-sets in the prisoners. It took time for 
their new roles and the situational forces to operate upon them in ways that would 
gradually transform them into perpetrators of abuse against the prisoners—the 
evil that I was ultimately responsible for creating in this Stanford County Jail. 

Looked at another way, these guards had no formal training in becoming 
guards, were told primarily to maintain law and order, not to allow prisoners to 
escape, and never to use physical force against the prisoners, and were given a 
general orientation about the negative aspects of the psychology of imprison­
ment. The procedure is much like many systems of inducting guards into correc­
tional service with limited training, only that they are allowed to use whatever 
force is necessary under threatening circumstances. The set of rules given by the 
warden and the guards to the prisoners and my orientation instructions to the 
guards represent the contributions of the System in creating a set of initial situa­
tional conditions that would challenge the values, attitudes, and personality dis­
positions that these experimental participants brought into this unique setting. 
We will soon see how the conflict between the power of the situation and the 
power of the person was resolved. 

Guards Prisoners 
Day Shift: 10 A .M-6 P.M. Cell #1 
Arnett, Markus, 3401—Glenn 
Landry (John) 5704—Paul 
Night Shift: 6 P .M-2 A.M. 7258—Hubbie 
Hellmann, Burdan Cell #2 
Landry (Geoff) 819—Stewart 
Morning Shift: 2 A.M.-10 A.M. 1037—Rich 
Vandy Ceros 8612—Doug 
Varnish Cell #3 
Back-up Guards 2093—Tom "Sarge" 
Morismo, Peters 4325—Jim 

5486—Jerry 



CHAPTER FOUR 

Monday's Prisoner Rebellion 

Monday, Monday, dreary and weary for all of us after a much too long first day 
and a seemingly endless night. But there go the shrill whistles again, rousing the 
prisoners from sleep promptly at 6 A.M. They drift out of their cells bleary-eyed, 
adjusting their stocking caps and smocks, untangling their ankle chains. They 
are a sullen lot. 5704 later told us that it was depressing to face this new day 
knowing he would have to go through "all the same shit again, and maybe 
worse."1 

Guard Ceros is lifting up the droopy heads—especially that of 1037, who 
looks as though he is sleepwalking. He pushes their shoulders back to more erect 
positions while physically adjusting the posture of slouching inmates. He's like a 
mother preparing her sleepy children for their first day at school, only a bit 
rougher. It is time for more rule learning and morning exercise before breakfast 
can be served. Vandy takes command: "Okay, we're going to teach you these rules 
until you have all of them memorized."2 His energy is contagious, stimulating 
Ceros to walk up and down the line of prisoners, brandishing his billy club. 
Quickly losing patience, Ceros yells, "Come on, come on!" when the prisoners do 
not repeat the rules fast enough. Ceros smacks his club against his open palm, 
making the wap, wap sound of restrained aggression. 

Vandy goes through toilet instructions for several minutes and repeats them 
many times until the prisoners meet his standards, repeating what he has told 
them about how they will use the facilities, for how long, and in silence. "819 
thinks it's funny. Maybe we'll have something special for 819." Guard Varnish 
stands off to the side, not doing much at all. Ceros and Vandy switch roles. Pris­
oner 819 continues to smile and even laugh at the absurdity of it all. "It's not 
funny, 819." 

Throughout, Guard Markus alternates with Ceros in reading the rules. 
Ceros: "Louder on that one! Prisoners must report all rule violations to the 
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guards." Prisoners are made to sing the rules, and after so many repetitions they 
have obviously learned all of them. Next come instructions regarding proper mili­
tary style upkeep of their cots. "From now on your towels will be rolled up and 
placed neatly at the foot of your beds. Neatly, not thrown around, got that?" says 
Vandy. 

Prisoner 819 starts acting up. He quits the exercises and refuses to continue. 
The others also stop until their buddy rejoins them. The guard asks him to con­
tinue, which he does—for the sake of his comrades. 

"Nice touch, 819, now take a seat in the Hole," orders Vandy. 819 goes into 
solitary but with a defiant swagger. 

As he methodically paces up and down the corridor in front of the prisoners, 
the tall guard Karl Vandy is beginning to like the feeling of dominance. 

"Okay, what kind of day is this?" Mumbled responses. 
"Louder. Are you all happy?" 
"Yes, Mr. Correctional Officer." 
Varnish, trying to get into the act and be cool, asks, "Are we all happy? I 

didn't hear the two of you." 
"Yes, Mr. Correctional Officer." 
"4325, what kind of day is this?" 
"It's a good day, Mr. Correctional Offic—" 
"No. It's a wonderful day!" 
"Yes sir, Mr. Correctional Officer." 
They begin to chant, "It's a wonderful day, Mr. Correctional Officer." 
"4325, what kind of day is it?" 
"It's a good day." 
Vandy: "Wrong. It's a wonderful day!" 
"Yes sir. It's a wonderful day." 
"And you, 1037?" 
1037 gives his response a peppy, sarcastic intonation: "It's a wonderful day." 
Vandy: "I think you'll do. Okay, return to your cells and have them neat and 

orderly in three minutes. Then stand by the foot of your bed." He gives instruc­
tions to Varnish about how to inspect the cells. Three minutes later, the guards 
enter the individual cells while the prisoners stand by their beds in military in­
spection style. 

REBELLION BEGINS BREWING 

There's no question that the prisoners are getting frustrated by having to deal 
with what the guards are doing to them. Moreover, they are hungry and still tired 
from lack of a sound night's rest. However, they are going along with the show 
and are doing a pretty good job of making their beds, but not good enough for 
Vandy. 

"You call that neat, 8612? It's a mess, remake it right." With that, he rips off 
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the blanket and sheets and throws them on the floor. 8612 reflexively lunges at 
him, screaming, "You can't do that, I just made it!" 

Caught off guard, Vandy pushes the prisoner off and hits him in the chest 
with his fist as he yells out for reinforcements, "Guards, emergency in Cell 2!" 

All the guards surround 8612 and roughly throw him into the Hole, where 
he joins 819, who has been sitting there quietly. Our rebels begin to plot a revolu­
tion in the dark, tight confines. But they miss the chance to go to the toilet, to 
which the others are escorted in pairs. It soon becomes painful to hold in the urge 
to urinate, so they decide not to make trouble just yet, but soon. Interestingly, 
Guard Ceros later told us that it was difficult to maintain the guard persona when 
he was alone with a prisoner going to, in, or from the toilet, because there were 
not the external physical props of the prison setting on which to rely. He and most 
of the other guards reported that they acted tougher and were more demanding 
on those prisoner toilet runs in order to counter their tendency to ease up when 
off site. It was just harder to act the tough-guard role when alone with a solitary 
prisoner one on one. There was also a sense of shame in grown-ups like them 
being reduced to toilet patrol.3 

The rebel duo occupying the Hole also misses breakfast, which is served 
promptly at 8 A.M. al fresco in the open Yard. Some eat sitting on the floor, while 
others stand. They violate the "no talking rule," by talking and discussing a 
hunger strike to show prisoner solidarity. They also agree that they should start to 
demand a lot of things to test their power, like getting their eyeglasses, meds, and 
books back and not doing the exercises. Previously silent prisoners, including 
3401, our only Asian-American participant, now become energized in their open 
support. 

After breakfast, 7258 and 5486 test the plan by refusing orders to return to 
their cells. This forces the three guards to push them into their respective cells. Or­
dinarily, such disobedience would have earned them Hole time, but the Hole is al­
ready overcrowded, two people being its physical limit. In the rising cacophony, I 
am amazed to hear prisoners from Cell 3 volunteer to clean the dishes. This ges­
ture is in line with the generally cooperative stance of cellmate Tom-2093, but is 
at odds with their buddies, who are in the process of planning rebellion. Maybe 
they were hoping to cool the mark, to ease the rising tensions. 

With the curious exception of those in Cell 3, the prisoners are careening out 
of control. The morning shift guard trio decides that the prisoners must consider 
the guards too lax, which is encouraging this mischief. They decide it is time to 
stiffen up. First, they institute a morning work period, which today means scrub­
bing down the walls and floors. Then, in the first stroke of their collective creative 
revenge, they take the blankets off the prisoners' beds in Cells 1 and 2, carry them 
outside the building, and drag them through the underbrush until the blankets 
are covered with stickers or burrs. Unless prisoners don't mind being stuck by 
these sharp pins, they must spend an hour or more picking out each of them if 
they want to use their blankets. Prisoner 5704 goes ballistic, screaming at the 
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senseless stupidity of this chore. But that is exactly the point. Senseless, mindless 
arbitrary tasks are the necessary components of guard power. The guards want to 
punish the rebels and also to induce unquestioning conformity. After initially re­
fusing, 5704 reconsiders when he thinks it will get him on the good side of Guard 
Ceros and gain him a cigarette, so he starts picking and picking out the hundreds 
of stickers in his blanket. The chore was all about order, control, and power—who 
had it and who wanted it. 

Guard Ceros asks, "Nothing but the best in this prison, wouldn't you all 
agree?" 

Prisoners mutter various sounds of approval. 
"Really fine, Mr. Correctional Officer," replies someone in Cell 3. 
Nevertheless, 8612, just released from solitary back to Cell 2, has a some­

what different answer: "Oh, fuck you, Mr. Correctional Officer." 8612 is ordered to 
shut his filthy mouth. 

I realize that this is the first obscenity that has been uttered in this setting. I 
had expected the guards to curse a lot as part of establishing the macho role, but 
they have not yet done so. However, Doug-8612 does not hesitate to fling obscen­
ities around. 

Guard Ceros: "It was weird to be in command. I felt like shouting that every­
one was the same. Instead, I made prisoners shout at each other, 'You guys are a 
bunch of assholes!' I was in disbelief when they recited it over and over upon my 
command."4 

Vandy added, "I found myself taking on the guard role. I didn't apologize for 
it; in fact, I became quite a bit bossier. The prisoners were getting quite rebellious, 
and I wanted to punish them for breaking up our system."5 

The next sign of rebellion comes from a small group of prisoners, Stew-819 
and Paul-5704, and, for the first time, 7258, the previously docile Hubbie. Tear­
ing the ID numbers from the front of their uniforms, they protest loudly against 
the unacceptable living conditions. The guards immediately retaliate by stripping 
each of them stark naked until their numbers are replaced. The guards retreat to 
their quarters with an uneasy sense of superiority, but an eerie silence falls over 
the Yard as they eagerly await the end of their much too long first shift on this job. 

Welcome to the Rebellion, Day Shift 

When the day shift arrives and suits up before their 10 A.M. duty, they discover 
that all is not as under control as it was when they left yesterday. The prisoners in 
Cell 1 have barricaded themselves in. They refuse to come out. Guard Arnett im­
mediately takes over and requests the morning shift to stay on until this matter is 
resolved. His tone implies that they are somehow responsible for letting things get 
out of hand. 

The ringleader of the revolt is Paul-5704, who got his buddies in Cell 1, 
Hubbie-7258 and Glenn-3401, to agree that it was time to react against the vio­
lation of the original contract they made with the authorities (me). They push 
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their beds against the cell door, cover the door opening with blankets, and shut off 
the lights. Unable to push the door open, the guards vent their anger on Cell 2, 
which is filled with the usual top-of-the-line troublemakers, Doug-8612, Stew-819, 
veterans of the Hole, and Rich-1037. In a surprise counterattack, the guards 
rush in, grab the three cots and haul them out into the yard, while 8612 struggles 
furiously to resist. There are pushing and shoving and shouting all around that 
cell, spilling out into the Yard. 

"Up against the wall!" 
"Give me the handcuffs!" 
"Get everything, take everything!" 
819 screams wildly, "No, no, no! This is an experiment! Leave me alone! Shit, 

let go of me, fucker! You're not going to take our fucking beds!" 
8612: "A fucking simulation. It's a fucking simulated experiment. It's no 

prison. And fuck Dr. Zimbargo!" 
Arnett, in a remarkably calm voice, intones, "When the prisoners in Cell 1 

start behaving properly, your beds will be returned. You can use whatever influ­
ence you can on them to make them behave properly." 

A calmer-sounding prisoner's voice importunes the guards, "These are our 
beds. You should not take them away." 

In utter bewilderment, the naked prisoner 8612 says in a plaintive voice, 
"They took our clothes, and they took our beds! This is unbelievable! They took 
our clothes, and they took our beds." He adds, "They don't do that in real prisons." 
Curiously, another prisoner calls back, "They do."6 

The guards burst into laughter. 8612 thrusts his hands between the cell door 
bars, open palms facing upward, in a pleading gesture, an unbelieving expression 
on his face and a new, strange tone to his voice. Guard J. Landry tells him to get his 
hands off the door, but Ceros is more direct and smacks his club against the bars. 
8612 pulls his hands back just in time to avoid his fingers being smashed. The 
guards laugh. 

Now the guards move toward Cell 3 as 8612 and 1037 call out to their 
Cell 3 comrades to barricade themselves in. "Get your beds in front of the door!" 
"One horizontal and one vertical! Don't let them in! They'll take your beds!" 
"They've taken our beds! Oh shit!" 

1037 goes over the top with his call to violent resistance: "Fight them! Resist 
violently! The time has come for violent revolution!" 

Guard Landry returns armed with a big fire extinguisher and shoots bursts of 
skin-chilling carbon dioxide into Cell 2, forcing the prisoners to flee backward. 
"Shut up and stay away from the door!" (Ironically, this is the same extinguisher 
that the Human Subjects Research Committee insisted we have available in case 
of an emergency!) 

But as the beds are pulled from Cell 3 into the corridor, the rebels in Cell 2 feel 
betrayed. 

"Cell 3, what's going on? We told you to barricade the doors!" 
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"What kind of solidarity is that? Was it the 'sergeant'? 'Sergeant' (2093), if it 
was your fault, that's all right because we all understand that you're impossible." 

"But hey, Cell 1, keep your beds like that. Don't let them in." 
The guards realize that six of them can subdue a prisoner rebellion this time, 

but in the future they will have to get by with only three guards against the nine 
prisoners, and that could add up to trouble. Never mind: Arnett formulates the 
divide-and-conquer psychological tactic of making Cell 3 the privileged cell and 
gives its members the special privileges of washing, brushing their teeth, beds and 
bedding returned, and water turned on in their cell. 

Guard Arnett loudly announces that because Cell 3 has been behaving well, 
"their beds are not being torn up; they will be returned when order is restored in 
Cell 1." 

The guards are trying to solicit the "good prisoners" to persuade the others to 
behave properly. "Well, if we knew what was wrong, we could tell them!" one of 
the "good prisoners" exclaims. 

Vandy replies, "You don't need to know what's wrong. You can just tell them 
to straighten up." 

8612 yells out, "Cell 1, we're with ya, all three of us." Then he makes a vague 
threat to the guards as they cart him off back to solitary wearing only a towel: 
"The unfortunate thing is, you guys think we've played all our cards." 

That job done, the guards take a brief time-out for a smoke and to formulate 
a plan of action to deal with the Cell 1 barricade. 

When Rich-1037 refuses to come out of Cell 2, three guards manhandle 
him, throw him to the ground, handcuff his ankles, and drag him by his feet out 
into the Yard. He and rebel 8612 yell back and forth from the Hole to the Yard 
about their condition, pleading with the full prisoner contingent to sustain the re­
bellion. Some guards are trying to make space in the hall closet for another place 
in an expanded Hole in which to deposit 1037. While they move boxes around to 
free up some more room, they drag him back into his cell along the floor with his 
feet still chained together. 

Guards Arnett and Landry confer and agree on a simple way to bring some 
order to this bedlam: Start the count. The count confers order on chaos. Even 
with only four prisoners in line, all at attention, the guards begin by making the 
prisoners call out their numbers. 

"My number is 4325, Mr. Correctional Officer." 
"My number is 2093, Mr. Correctional Officer." 
The count sounds out up and down the line, consisting of the three "goodies" 

from Cell 3 and 7258 naked with only a towel around his waist. Remarkably, 
8612 calls out his number from the Hole, but in mocking fashion. 

The guards now drag 1037 into solitary by the feet, putting him in a far cor­
ner of the hall closet that has become a makeshift second Hole. Meanwhile, 8612 
continues yelling for the prison superintendent: "Hey, Zimbardo, get your ass over 
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here!" I decide not to intervene at this point but to watch the confrontation and 
the attempts to restore law and order. 

Some interesting comments are recorded in the retrospective diaries of the 
prisoners (completed after the study had ended). 

Paul-5704 talks about the first effects of the time distortion that is beginning 
to alter everyone's thinking. "After we had barricaded ourselves in this morning, 
I fell asleep for a while, still exhausted from lack of a full sleep last night. When I 
awoke I thought it was the next morning, but it wasn't even lunch today yet!" He 
fell asleep again in the afternoon, thinking it was night when he awoke, but it was 
only 5 P.M. Time distortion also got to 3401, who felt starved and was angry that 
dinner had not been served, thinking it was 9 or 10 P.M. when it was not yet 5 P.M. 

Although the guards eventually crushed the rebellion and used it as justifica­
tion for escalating their dominance and control over these now potentially "dan­
gerous prisoners," many of the prisoners felt good about having had the courage 
to challenge the system. 5486 remarked that his "spirits were good, guys to­
gether, ready to raise hell. We staged the 'Jock Strap Rebellion.' No more jokes, no 
jumping jacks, no playing with our heads." He added that he was limited by what 
his cellmates in the "good cell" would agree to back him up on. Had he been in 
Cell 1 or 2, he would have "done as they did" and rebelled more violently. Our 
smallest, most physically fragile prisoner, Glenn-3401, the Asian-American stu­
dent, seemed to have had an epiphany during the rebellion: "I suggested moving 
the beds against the door to keep the guards out. Although I am usually quiet, I 
don't like to be pushed around like this. Having helped to organize and participate 
in our rebellion was important for me. I built my ego from there. I felt it was the 
best thing in my entire experience. Sort of asserting myself after the barricade 
made me more known to myself."7 

After Lunch, Maybe an Escape 

With Cell 1 still barricaded and some rebels in solitary, lunch is set for only a few. 
The guards have prepared a special lunch for "Good Cell 3," for them to eat in 
front of their less-well-behaved fellows. Surprising us again, they refuse the meal. 
The guards try to persuade them just to taste the delicious meal, but even though 
they are hungry after their minimal oatmeal breakfast and last night's slim din­
ner, the Cell 3 inmates cannot agree to act as such traitors, as "rat finks." A 
strange silence pervades the Yard for the next hour. However, these Cell 3 men are 
totally cooperative during the work period chores, some of which include taking 
more stickers out of their blankets. Prisoner Rich-1037 is offered a chance to 
leave solitary and join the work brigade but refuses. He is coming to prefer the rela­
tive quiet in the dark. The rules say only one hour max in the Hole, but that max 
is being stretched to two hours now for 1037, and also for occupant 8612. 

Meanwhile in Cell 1, two prisoners are quietly executing the first stage of 
their new escape plan. Paul-5704 will use his long fingernails, strengthened from 
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guitar picking, to loosen the screws in the faceplate of the power outlet. Once that 
is accomplished, they plan to use the edge of the plate as a screwdriver to unscrew 
the cell door lock. One will pretend to be sick and, when the guard is taking him to 
the toilet, will open the main entrance door down the hall. Signaled by a whistle, 
the other cellmate will burst out. They will knock the guard down and run away 
to freedom! As in real prisons, prisoners can show remarkable creativity in fash­
ioning weapons out of virtually anything and hatching ingenious escape plans. 
Time and oppression are the fathers of rebellious invention. 

But as bad luck would have it, Guard John Landry, making routine rounds, 
turns the door handle on Cell 1, and it falls out to the ground with a resounding 
thud. Panic ensues. "Help!" Landry screams out. "Escape!" Arnett and Markus 
rush in, block the door, and then get handcuffs to chain the would-be escapees to­
gether on the floor of their cell. Of course, 8612 was one of the troublemakers, so 
he gets his frequent-flyer trip back into the Hole. 

A Nice Count to Calm the Restless Masses 

Several anxious hours have passed since the day shift reported for work. It is time 
to soothe the savage beasts before further trouble erupts. "Good behavior is re­
warded, and bad behavior is not rewarded." That calm, commanding voice is now 
clearly identified as Arnett's. He and Landry once again join forces to line up their 
charges for another count. Arnett takes charge. He has emerged as the leader of 
the day shift. "Hands against the wall, on this wall here. Now let's see how well 
everyone is learning his numbers. As before, sound your number, starting at this 
end." 

Sarge starts it off, setting the tone of a fast, loud response, which the other 
prisoners pick up with some variations. 4325 and 7258 are fast and obedient. We 
have not heard much from Jim-4325, a big, robust six-footer who could be a lot to 
handle if he decided to get physical with the guards. In contrast, Glenn-3401 and 
Stew-819 are always slower, evidently reluctant to comply mindlessly. Not satis­
fied, and imposing his own brand of control, Arnett makes them count in creative 
ways. They do it by threes, backward, any way he can devise that will make it un­
necessarily difficult. Arnett is also demonstrating his creativity to all onlookers, as 
does Guard Hellmann, but Arnett doesn't seem to take nearly as much personal 
pleasure in his performance as the other shift leader does. For him, this is more a 
job to be done efficiently. 

Landry suggests having the prisoners sing their numbers; Arnett asks, "Was 
that popular last night? Did people like singing?" Landry: "I thought they liked it 
last night." But a few prisoners respond that they don't like to sing. Arnett: "Oh, 
well, you must learn to do things you don't like; it's part of reintegrating into regu­
lar society." 

819 complains, "People out on the streets don't have numbers." 
Arnett responds, "People out on the street don't have to have numbers! You 

have to have numbers because of your status here!" 
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Landry gives specific instructions about how to sing their scales: sing up a 
scale, like "do re mi." All of the prisoners conform and sing the ascending scale to 
the best of their ability, then the descending scale, except for 819, who doesn't at­
tempt any scales. "819 can't sing for a damn; let's hear it again." 819 starts to ex­
plain why he can't sing. Arnett, however, clarifies the purpose of this exercise. "I 
didn't ask you why you couldn't sing, the object is for you to learn to sing." Arnett 
criticizes the prisoners for their poor singing, but the weary prisoners just giggle 
and laugh when they make mistakes. 

In contrast to his shift mates, Guard John Markus seems listless. He rarely 
gets involved in the main activities in the Yard. Instead, he volunteers to do off-site 
chores, like picking up food at the college cafeteria. His body posture gives the im­
pression that he is not enacting the macho guard image; he slouches, shoulders 
down, head drooping. I ask Warden Jaffe to talk to him about being more respon­
sive to the job for which he is getting paid. The warden takes him off the Yard into 
his office and chastises him. 

"The guards have to know that every guard has to be what we call a 'tough 
guard.' The success of this experiment rides on the behavior of the guards to 
make it seem as realistic as possible." Markus challenges him, "Real-life experi­
ence has taught me that tough, aggressive behavior is counterproductive." Jaffe 
gets defensive. He starts saying that the purpose of the experiment is not to reform 
prisoners but to understand how prisons change people when they are faced with 
the situation of guards being all-powerful. 

"But we are also being affected by this situation. Just putting on this guard 
uniform is a pretty heavy thing for me." Jaffe becomes more reassuring; "I under­
stand where you are coming from. We need you to act in a certain way. For the 
time being, we need you to play the role of 'tough guard.' We need you to react as 
you imagine the 'pigs' would. We're trying to set up the stereotype guard—your 
individual style has been a little too soft." 

"Okay, I will try to adjust somewhat." 
"Good, I knew we could count on you."8 

Meanwhile, 8612 and 1037 remain in solitary. However, now they are 
yelling out complaints about violations of the rules. No one is paying attention. 
Each of them separately says he needs to see a doctor. 8612 says he is feeling ill, 
feeling strange. He mentions a weird sensation of his stocking cap still being on 
his head when he knows it is not there. His demand to see the warden will be 
granted later in the day. 

At four o'clock, beds are returned to good Cell 3, as the guards' attention fo­
cuses on the prisoners in the still rebellious Cell 1. The night shift guards are asked 
to come in early, and together with the day shift they storm the cell, shooting the 
fire extinguisher at the door opening to keep the prisoners at bay. They strip the 
three prisoners naked, take away their beds, and threaten to deprive them of din­
ner if they show any further disobedience. Already hungry from missing lunch, 
the prisoners melt into a sullen, quiet blob. 
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The Stanford County Jail Prisoners' Grievance Committee 

Realizing that the situation is becoming volatile, I have the warden announce 
over the loudspeaker that prisoners should elect three members to the newly 
formed "Stanford County Jail Prisoners' Grievance Committee," who will meet 
with Superintendent Zimbardo as soon as they agree on what grievances they 
want to have addressed and rectified. We later learn from a letter that Paul-5704 
sent to his girlfriend that he was proud to be nominated by his comrades to head 
this committee. This is a remarkable statement, showing how the prisoners had 
lost their broad time perspectives and were living "in the moment." 

The Grievance Committee, consisting of elected members, Paul-5704, Jim-
4325, and Rich-1037, tell me that their contract has been violated in many ways. 
Their prepared list includes that: the guards are being both physically and ver­
bally abusive; there is an unnecessary level of harassment; the food is not ade­
quate; they want to have their books, glasses, and various pills and meds 
returned; they want more than one Visiting Night; and some of them want reli­
gious services. They argue that all of these conditions justified their need to rebel 
openly as they had all day long. 

Behind my silver reflecting sunglasses, I slip into the superintendent role 
automatically. I start out by saying I am sure we can resolve any disagreements 
amicably, to our mutual satisfaction. I note that this Grievance Committee is a fine 
first step in that direction. I am willing to work directly with them as long as they 


