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them because they do little favors for the
prisoners and never punished them. The
reason I picked them is because I'm a very
nice person and I wouldn't treat someone
so harsh like they (bad guards) treat the
prisoners.

I am very sure that I would have been a
good guard because I am a very lenient
person. I don't like to hurt people purposely.

A substantial group of students said they
would have been "tough but fair," noting that
they were raised in such a manner; and many
said that they had children of their own now
and this was how they wanted to raise their
own kids. A surprising number (18.9%) ad­
mitted that they would have become hostile
just like the "bad guard" students in the ex­
periment. These students admitted that to
do othelWise would have led to a loss of re­
spect among the prisoners and to a loss of
control. I teach in Louisiana, a conservative
"Red" state that is a "law and order" kind of
place. Some of these students who said they
would have been tough or hostile said they
come from military or law enforcement fami­
lies, and therefore had little sympathy for any­
one in a prisoner role, even if it is a umock
prison" role.

The second part, or part B of question two
had to do with how sure the person was that
they would be the type of guard that they had
mentioned in the first part. Well over fifty per­
cent said that they were pretty sure of the
type of guard they would be, and I often won­
der whether these young charges of mine
really grasped the basic conclusion from the
study, that even "normal" people can behave
badly when put in the wrong social environ­
ment. I was more reassured by the substan­
tial minority that, after saying what kind of
guard they would have become, qualified
their answer by saying that they could not be
sure; after all, the participants in the Stanford
study could not have predicted the bizarre
outcome. Farrell Levy, for example, wrote:

If I were a guard I would be a good guard,
or at least I hope I would. Even the best
people, when put under the wrong circum­
stances, can turn into that which they seek
to fight against. So while I would start out
as a good guard and strive to maintain my
stand, unforeseen events might try to alter
my position.

Others similarly qualified their initial state­
ments:

I would hope I would be a good guard, but it
is hard to say because I am rarely given
that sort of power.

I have a feeling that I would have started
out being a "good" guard and then later I
would have become a "bad" guard. I think
this only because when I am in charge I like
the people 1am in charge of to listen to me
and I would not have reacted very well to
the prisoners' harassment and cursing.

In question 3, regarding what prevented
the good guards from objecting to the orders
of the bad guards, most students got the
point that peer pressure or fear was involved;
the good guy types were just not strong
enough or did not have the kinds of person­
alities to override the more authoritarian type
bad guards.

Question 4 asked if the student were in
the piace of the Stanford prisoners, couid
they have taken the experiment. Most said
no, and said that they would have somehow
been able to distinguish the experiment from
the reality. They would have simply resigned,
remembering that they were just participat­
ing in an experiment. Almost universally, the
students said they would not be able to with­
stand a long stay in a real prison.

In question 5, the students were asked
why the student prisoners worked within the
arbitrary system that had been set up, and
did not try to change the system. Most indi­
cated that the situation had become real for
the prisoners, and that they were acting like
real prisoners.

In question 6, the introductory students
were asked to relate what they learned from
the experiment. Answers varied, as it was
expected that each person may take away
something different from the experience of
watching the slide show and reflecting upon
it. A few examples:

If you are ever put in any kind of prison, it's
important that you hold onto whatever mo­
rality or sanity you have, because you are
not going to gain any in prison.

People change according to their environ­
ments. One never knows how he/she will
really react until he/she goes through it.



People can change into another role qUicker
than I thought, and they really started act­
ing like real prisoners quickly without know­
ing they were changing.

AFTERWORD
The assignment about the Stanford ex­

periment appeared to resonate with today's
students; I feel that if nothing else, it gets
them away from a traditional lecture and an
opportunity to spend time on a more techno­
logical kind of project, which many enjoy any­
way. More important, though, is that the as­
signment appears to be memorable and
something that they may retain from the class
well after it is over. The Abu Ghraib scandal
of 2004 appeared to illustrate the timeless
nature of the experiment; I feel confidant that
whenever events like that scandal occur in
the future, the Stanford Prison Experiment
will be mentioned again.

During the summer of 2004, the Sociol­
ogy Club of the college where I teach heid
two forums about the Abu Ghraib scandal.
The forums drew two different kinds of stu­
dent crowds. The first was a mostly anti-Iraq
war crowd that deplored the prisoner abuse
and argued that there had been Geneva Con­
vention violations and that the responsibility
for creating a culture of abuse extended ail
the way to the top of the Pentagon, to De­
fense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld. A second
forum, initiated by pro-war students who felt
they did not have time to adequately argue
their case in the first session, featured a
former prison guard from Abu Ghraib who
had actually seen the work setting where the
abuse occurred and knew some of the
people charged with the abuse. His basic
argument was that the abusers were just
"bad apples" who got carried away in the free­
wheeling environment and acted in a man­
ner uncharacteristic of the typical American
soldier serving in Iraq.

The arguments articulated by the students
in the two sessions are interesting if turned
back to the subject of the experiment itself
as a means of critiquing it. Who was to blame
for the culture of violence in the mock prison?
Is Dr. Zimbardo himself to blame due to his
permissive, laissez faire leadership as the
administrator in the prison? How about Dr.
Zimbardo's department head, or Zimbardo's
Dean, or the Provost of the school, or
Stanford's President? Or, as a counter argu­
ment, was the abuse traceable to one or two
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"bad apples" amongst the guards whose
strong, authoritative leadership went unchal­
lenged and led all the other guards astray
down the wrong path? If that is the way one
evaluates the experiment, then the findings
are somewhat validating of the work of the
Frankfurt School that studied the origins of
totalitarianism after World War II. Perhaps
just as Erich Fromm (1941) argued, there is
something in human nature that causes
people to escape from the freedom that sur­
rounds them by submitting themselves to a
strong leader, and if that is so, there might
still be something of value in the Videotapes
of the stanford Prison Experiment that still
could be looked at after all these years. The
research staff may regret once again that they
adopted such realistic prison roles and ne­
glected some of the more academic aspects
of their most unusual experiment.
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