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H a v e y o u eve r b e e n i m p r i s o n e d ? Le t ' s a s s u m e y o u r a n s w e r ( a n d m i n e ) i s " n o . " 

D o y o u k n o w a n y o n e w h o h a s s p e n t t i m e i n c a r c e r a t e d ? M a y b e . R e g a r d l e s s , 

m o s t o f u s k n o w v e r y l i t de a b o u t t h e p sycho log ica l effects o f s p e n d i n g t i m e i n 

p r i s o n . You m a y h a v e r e a d ar t ic les , s tor ies , o r nove l s a b o u t p r i s o n s , a n d a l m o s t 

ce r t a in ly y o u ' v e s e e n p r i s o n life p o r t r a y e d i n mov ie s a n d o n TV. F r o m this 

e x p o s u r e , m o s t p e o p l e ' s on ly c e r t a i n t y i s t h a t p r i s o n i s n o t a p l a c e we ever w a n t 

t o w i n d u p ! We k n o w i t i s a ho r r i f i c e x p e r i e n c e a n d i t sure ly m u s t p r o d u c e 

s t r o n g r e a c t i o n s a n d e v e n p a t h o l o g i c a l b e h a v i o r s a m o n g i n m a t e s . M o s t o f u s 

a lso be l i eve t h a t t h o s e w h o c h o o s e t o b e p r i s o n e m p l o y e e s , s u c h a s g u a r d s a n d 

w a r d e n s , p r o b a b l y possess c e r t a i n u n i q u e , p e r s o n a l cha rac t e r i s t i c s . B u t h o w 

c a n b e h a v i o r a l sc ient is ts s tudy systemat ical ly t h e p sycho log ica l a n d e m o t i o n a l 

effects o f t h e p r i s o n e x p e r i e n c e , for e i t h e r t h e i n m a t e s o r t h e e m p l o y e e s ? 

A s for m o s t c o m p l e x real- l i fe s i t u a t i o n s , s t u d y i n g t h e p s y c h o l o g y o f 

p r i s o n life i s a t b e s t a d i f f icu l t c h a l l e n g e fo r r e s e a r c h e r s b e c a u s e t h e m e t h ­

o d s u s e d m u s t b e c o r r e l a t i o n a l — t h a t is, w e c a n o b s e r v e t h e p r i s o n e n v i r o n ­

m e n t , i n t e r v i e w i n m a t e s a n d g u a r d s , g a t h e r i n f o r m a t i o n a b o u t p r i s o n e r s 

a f te r t h e y a r e r e l e a s e d , a n d t h e n t ry t o m a k e a s s u m p t i o n s b a s e d o n t h e s e 

a c c o u n t s . B u t w e c a n n o t sc ien t i f ica l ly c o n t r o l t h e p r i s o n e n v i r o n m e n t t o 

d r a w c lea r , va l id c o n c l u s i o n s a b o u t t h e r e a l c a u s e s o f t h e b e h a v i o r s t h a t w e 

o b s e r v e . D o e s p r i s o n c h a n g e p e o p l e , o r w e r e t h e p e o p l e i n t h e p r i s o n sys­

t e m a l r e a d y " d i f f e r e n t " g o i n g in? O n e way a r o u n d th i s r e s e a r c h d i l e m m a 

m i g h t b e t o c r e a t e a s i m u l a t e d " r e s e a r c h p r i s o n " a n d p l a c e p e o p l e i n t o i t 

e i t h e r a s " p r i s o n e r s " o r " g u a r d s . " S o u n d i m p o s s i b l e ? P e r h a p s t h i s w o u l d b e a 

d i f f icul t s t u d y t o d o today , b u t o n e f a m o u s p s y c h o l o g i s t , P h i l i p Z i m b a r d o , 

a n d h i s a s s o c i a t e s C r a i g H a n e y , C u r t i s B a n k s , a n d D a v e Ja f fe d i d j u s t t h a t 

o v e r 3 0 y e a r s a g o a t S t a n f o r d U n i v e r s i t y ( t h e two a r t i c l e s l i s t ed a t t h e b e g i n ­

n i n g o f th i s r e a d i n g a r e t h e e a r l i e s t d i s c u s s i o n s o f t h e i r s t u d y ) . T h e y w a n t e d 

t o c r e a t e a s i m u l a t e d p r i s o n w i t h r a n d o m l y a s s i g n e d , typ ica l c o l l e g e s t u d e n t s 

i n t h e r o l e s o f " g u a r d s " a n d " p r i s o n e r s . " T h e i r " p r i s o n " ( w h i c h will b e 

d e s c r i b e d i n g r e a t e r d e t a i l ) was c o n s t r u c t e d i n t h e b a s e m e n t o f t h e p s y c h o l ­

ogy b u i l d i n g o n t h e S t a n f o r d c a m p u s . 

THEORETICAL PROPOSITIONS 

Z i m b a r d o was t e s t i ng h i s b e l i e f t h a t t h e e n v i r o n m e n t a r o u n d y o u , t h e s i tua­

t i on , o f t en d e t e r m i n e s h o w y o u b e h a v e m o r e s t r o n g l y t h a n w h o y o u a r e — t h a t 

is, y o u r i n t e r n a l , d i s p o s i t i o n a l n a t u r e . H e c o n t e n d s t h a t , a l t h o u g h w e m a y 

h a v e c e r t a i n i n h e r e n t o r i n t e r n a l b e h a v i o r a l tendencies, p o w e r f u l s i t u a t i o n s c a n 

o v e r c o m e t h o s e t e n d e n c i e s a n d l e a d u s t o e n g a g e i n b e h a v i o r s t h a t a r e v e r y 
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d i f f e r e n t f r o m o u r u s u a l selves. Z i m b a r d o a n d h i s assoc ia tes set o u t t o d i scove r 

w h a t h a p p e n s t o n o r m a l p e o p l e w h o a r e p l a c e d i n t o a s i t ua t i on t h a t e x e r t s 

g r e a t p o w e r o v e r i nd iv idua l s : p r i s o n . 

E x c e p t for t h e i r in i t ia l be l i e f t h a t t h e s i t u a t i o n e x e r t s s t r o n g effects ove r 

o u r behav io r , t h e r e s e a r c h e r s d i d n o t f o r m u l a t e a n y specif ic h y p o t h e s e s . T o 

tes t t h e i m p a c t o f s i t u a t i o n a l fo rces , t h e y r a n d o m l y a s s i g n e d e a c h p a r t i c i p a n t 

t o b e e i t h e r a " g u a r d " o r a " p r i s o n e r . " T h e b e l i e v e d t h a t r a n d o m a s s i g n m e n t 

t o e i t h e r t h e r o l e o f g u a r d o r p r i s o n e r w o u l d r e s u l t i n s ignif icant ly d i f f e r e n t 

r e a c t i o n s i n t h e m o c k p r i s o n e n v i r o n m e n t o n b e h a v i o r a l m e a s u r e s o f i n t e r a c ­

t i on , e m o t i o n a l m e a s u r e s o f m o o d a n d p a t h o l o g y , a t t i t u d e s t o w a r d self, a s well 

a s o t h e r i n d i c e s o f c o p i n g a n d a d a p t a t i o n t o th i s nove l s i t u a t i o n ( H a n e y , 

B a n k s , & Z i m b a r d o , 1 9 7 3 ) . 

METHOD 

Setting 

Z i m b a r d o ' s g o a l was to c r e a t e a s i t u a t i o n t h a t w o u l d r e s e m b l e a p r i s o n o r j a i l 

a s closely a s pos s ib l e ; h e b r o u g h t i n a c o n s u l t a n t : a n ex-convic t w h o h a d b e e n 

i n c a r c e r a t e d fo r 1 7 yea r s . A l t h o u g h for th is s tudy t h e p r i s o n w o u l d n o t b e r ea l 

a n d p a r t i c i p a n t s i n t h e s tudy w o u l d k n o w th is , Z i m b a r d o w a n t e d t o b e s u r e t o 

simulate a r e a l p r i s o n e x p e r i e n c e . 

U s i n g s p a c e i n t h e b a s e m e n t o f t h e p s y c h o l o g y b u i l d i n g a t S t a n f o r d U n i ­

versity, Z i m b a r d o s u p e r v i s e d a c r e w as i t t r a n s f o r m e d v a r i o u s r o o m s a n d hal l ­

ways i n t o a " p r i s o n . " T h e p r i s o n h a d t o be wel l -bui l t b e c a u s e t h e s tudy was 

p l a n n e d t o last for 2 weeks . E a c h e n d o f a c o r r i d o r was b o a r d e d u p a n d t h e 

l a b o r a t o r y r o o m s b e c a m e p r i s o n cells . T o e n h a n c e r ea l i sm, spec ia l cel l d o o r s 

w e r e c o n s t r u c t e d wi th ver t ica l b a r s for d o o r w i n d o w s a n d i nd iv idua l jai l -cel l 

n u m b e r s ( see F i g u r e 37 -1 ) . T h e e n c l o s e d ha l lway t h a t r a n a l o n g t h e cell 

FIGURE 37-1 A typical "cel l" at the "Stanford Prison." (Chuck 

Painter/Stanford News Service) 
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r o o m s was t h e " p r i s o n y a r d " w h e r e p r i s o n e r - p a r t i c i p a n t s w o u l d b e a l l o w e d o u t 

o f t h e i r cells t o e a t a n d m o v e a r o u n d . A t t h e e n d o f t h e ha l l was a smal l c lo se t 

t h a t w o u l d e v e n t u a l l y b e d e s i g n a t e d a s so l i t a ry c o n f i n e m e n t fo r p r i s o n e r s w h o 

w e r e t r o u b l e m a k e r s , r e b e l l i o u s , d i s respec t fu l t o t h e g u a r d s , o r o t h e r w i s e 

u n c o o p e r a t i v e . T h e b a t h r o o m was d o w n t h e ha l l , b u t t h e g u a r d s w o u l d l e a d 

p r i s o n e r s t h e r e b l i n d f o l d e d s o t h e y w o u l d n o t b e c o m e a w a r e o f t h e i r l o c a t i o n 

( Z i m b a r d o , 2 0 0 7 b ) . T h e " p r i s o n " was e q u i p p e d wi th a h i d d e n o b s e r v a t i o n 

c a m e r a a n d a n i n t e r c o m sys tem t h a t a l l o w e d t h e e x p e r i m e n t e r s t o m a i n t a i n 

s u p e r v i s i o n o f t h e g u a r d s ' a n d p r i s o n e r s ' b e h a v i o r . 

Participants 

I f y o u a r e n o t a l r e a d y fami l i a r wi th th i s f a m o u s s tudy, w h a t y o u a r e a b o u t t o 

r e a d m a y s u r p r i s e o r e v e n s h o c k y o u . A s y o u r e a d o n , t ry t o p u t yourse lves i n t o 

t h e m i n d - s e t o f t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s . First , t h e r e s e a r c h e r s p l a c e d a d s i n loca l 

p a p e r s n e a r S t a n f o r d Unive r s i ty i n P a l o A l to , Ca l i fo rn i a , o f f e r i ng $ 1 5 p e r d a y 

( t h a t w o u l d b e a b o u t $ 7 5 today) for i n d i v i d u a l s t o v o l u n t e e r t o p a r t i c i p a t e i n 

a r e s e a r c h s t u d y a b o u t p r i s o n life. T o e n s u r e p a r t i c i p a n t s gave i n f o r m e d c o n ­

sen t , v o l u n t e e r s w e r e t o l d a b o u t t h e g e n e r a l n a t u r e o f t h e s t u d y a n d t h a t d u r ­

i n g t h e s t u d y t h e y m i g h t e x p e r i e n c e s o m e v io l a t i ons o f t h e i r p e r s o n a l pr ivacy 

a n d civil r i g h t s a n d t h a t t h e f o o d t h e y w o u l d r ece ive m i g h t b e m i n i m a l , 

a l t h o u g h i t w o u l d m e e t t h e i r bas ic n u t r i t i o n a l n e e d s . T h e y all a g r e e d t o t h e s e 

p rov i s ions . 

Af te r e x t e n s i v e t e s t i n g t o s c r e e n o u t a n y o n e w i t h p s y c h o l o g i c a l p r o b ­

l e m s o r c r i m i n a l b a c k g r o u n d s , 2 4 n o r m a l c o l l e g e - a g e m e n w e r e s e l e c t e d 

f r o m a g r o u p o f n e a r l y a h u n d r e d v o l u n t e e r s . T h e n , a t r a n d o m (by t h e flip o f 

a c o i n ) , t h e m e n w e r e d i v i d e d i n t o two g r o u p s o f " p r i s o n e r s " a n d " g u a r d s . " 

R e m e m b e r , Z i m b a r d o ' s g o a l h e r e was t o s e p a r a t e i n t e r n a l , p e r s o n a l i t y f a c t o r s 

f r o m t h e i n f l u e n c e o f t h e s i t u a t i o n i n d e t e r m i n i n g b e h a v i o r . T h e r e f o r e , i t 

was i m p e r a t i v e fo r e a c h g r o u p o f p a r t i c i p a n t s , a t t h e o u t s e t , t o b e a s i d e n t i c a l , 

o n a v e r a g e , a s p o s s i b l e ( Z i m b a r d o , 2 0 0 5 ) . T h e n all t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s w e n t 

h o m e , h a v i n g r e c e i v e d n o i n s t r u c t i o n s , n o t r a i n i n g , n o p r e p a r a t i o n a t all fo r 

w h a t lay a h e a d . 

Procedure 

T h e g o a l o f t h e s t u d y was t o o b s e r v e , r e c o r d , a n d ana lyze t h e b e h a v i o r o f t h e 

p r i s o n e r s a n d t h e g u a r d s . A s m e n t i o n e d , Z i m b a r d o a n d h i s a s soc ia tes w e r e 

l o o k i n g for s igns t h a t t h e s i t u a t i o n s a n d r o l e s i n t o w h i c h t h e s e y o u n g m e n 

w e r e p l a c e d w o u l d b e s t r o n g e n o u g h t o o v e r c o m e t h e i r p e r s o n a l c h a r a c t e r i s ­

tics a n d b e h a v i o r a l t e n d e n c i e s a s i nd iv idua l s . 

T h e "Prisoners" Severa l days af ter t h e in i t ia l s c r e e n i n g a n d s e l e c t i o n , t h e 

p a r t i c i p a n t s a s s i g n e d t o t h e p r i s o n e r g r o u p w e r e s u r p r i s e d a t t h e i r h o m e s o n 

a S u n d a y m o r n i n g b y a k n o c k o n t h e i r d o o r f r o m a n off icer f r o m t h e ( r ea l ) 

P a l o A l t o P o l i c e D e p a r t m e n t . E a c h p a r t i c i p a n t was " a r r e s t e d " fo r a r m e d r o b ­

bery , s e a r c h e d , h a n d c u f f e d , a n d w h i s k e d off t o t h e s t a t i on , s i r ens , l igh t s , a n d 

all . E a c h p r i s o n e r was b o o k e d , f i n g e r p r i n t e d , a n d t h r o w n b l i n d f o l d e d i n t o a 
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h o l d i n g cel l . La te r , t h e y w e r e t o l d t h a t t h e y w e r e t o b e t r a n s p o r t e d , still b l i n d ­

f o l d e d , t o t h e " S t a n f o r d C o u n t y J a i l " ( th i s was t h e m o c k p r i s o n bu i l t i n t h e psy­

c h o l o g y b u i l d i n g b a s e m e n t ) . 

W h e n t h e p r i s o n e r s a r r i v e d a t t h e j a i l , t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s w h o w e r e a s s igned 

t o b e g u a r d s p r o c e e d e d t o s e a r c h ( s ee F i g u r e 37 -2 ) , s t r ip , d e l o u s e ( u s i n g a n 

a e r o s o l sp r ay ) , a n d give e a c h " i n m a t e " a p r i s o n u n i f o r m cons i s t i ng of a d ress ­

l ike s m o c k , e a c h wi th a d i f f e r en t four-d ig i t n u m b e r ( t h e s e n u m b e r s w o u l d 

b e c o m e t h e p r i s o n e r s ' n a m e s for t h e d u r a t i o n o f t h e s t u d y ) , r u b b e r s anda l s , a 

n y l o n s t o c k i n g t o w e a r ove r h i s h a i r a t all t i m e s ( to s i m u l a t e h e a d shav ing , 

w h i c h o c c u r s i n m o s t real p r i s o n s ) , a n d a c h a i n w r a p p e d a r o u n d his a n k l e a n d 

p a d l o c k e d ( th i s was n o t a t t a c h e d to a n y t h i n g b u t was i n t e n d e d to se rve a s a 

r e m i n d e r o f p r i s o n e r s t a tu s ) . Z i m b a r d o p o i n t e d o u t t h a t a l t h o u g h t h e s e p r o ­

c e d u r e s v a r i e d f r o m ac tua l , real-life p r i s o n p r o c e d u r e s , t h e i dea b e h i n d t h e m 

was t o simulate t h e h u m i l i a t i o n , r e p r e s s i o n , a n d e n t r a p m e n t i n m a t e s e x p e r i ­

e n c e r o u t i n e l y i n r e a l p r i s o n s . T h e p r i s o n e r s w e r e a s s igned t h r e e t o e a c h small 

cel l ; e a c h i n m a t e h a d a c o t w i th a t h i n m a t t r e s s a n d o n e b l a n k e t . T h e t h r e e co t s 

fil led t h e s p a c e a n d t h e r e was vir tual ly n o e x t r a r o o m i n t h e smal l cells. 

T h e "Guards" U n l i k e t h e p r i s o n e r s w h o w e r e r e q u i r e d t o b e i n t h e p r i s o n 

2 4 / 7 ( t h e y w e r e i n c a r c e r a t e d , a f t e r a l l ) , t h e g u a r d s w o r k e d 8 - h o u r shif ts , 

t h r e e m e n t o a shif t , a n d l ived t h e i r n o r m a l l ives w h e n n o t o n du ty . T h e y 

w e r e g i v e n i d e n t i c a l p r i s o n g u a r d - s t y l e u n i f o r m s , n i g h t s t i c k s ( a l t h o u g h t h e y 

w e r e n o t a l l o w e d t o s t r i ke p r i s o n e r s ) , a n d re f l ec t ive s u n g l a s s e s d e s i g n e d t o 

g ive t h e m a m e n a c i n g a n d a n o n y m o u s a p p e a r a n c e . Z i m b a r d o e x p l a i n e d 

t h a t h i s i d e a for t h e m i r r o r e d s u n g l a s s e s c a m e f r o m t h e 1 9 6 7 f i l m Cool Hand 

Luke, s t a r r i n g P a u l N e w m a n ( Z i m b a r d o , 2 0 0 7 ) . T h e g u a r d s r e c e i v e d n o 
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spec i f ic t r a i n i n g f o r t h e i r r o l e s , a n d w e r e m e r e l y c h a r g e d w i t h t h e r e s p o n ­

s ibi l i ty o f k e e p i n g t h e p r i s o n e r s i n l i n e a n d m a i n t a i n i n g o r d e r i n t h e 

p r i s o n . 

RESULTS 

T h i s i s o n e o f t h e m o s t r e s e a r c h e d , d i s cus sed , a n d a n a l y z e d s t u d i e s i n t h e h is ­

t o r y o f psycho logy . T h e p e r s o n a l i t y a n d b e h a v i o r a l c h a n g e s t h a t o c c u r r e d i n 

t h e g u a r d s a n d t h e p r i s o n e r s w e r e p r o f o u n d a n d a l a r m i n g . T o s u m m a r i z e 

t h e c o m p l e x f i n d i n g s i n t h e l i m i t e d s p a c e ava i l ab le h e r e , speci f ic , r e p r e s e n ­

tat ive b e h a v i o r s o f t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s a r e c o n d e n s e d i n T a b l e 3 7 - 1 . M o r e g e n e r ­

ally, howeve r , h e r e i s w h a t h a p p e n e d o v e r t h e n e x t severa l days i n t h e 

" S t a n f o r d P r i s o n . " 

Fas t e r t h a n a n y o n e w o u l d h a v e p r e d i c t e d , t h e t r u e i d e n t i t i e s a n d p e r ­

sona l i t i e s o f t h e p r i s o n e r s a n d g u a r d s s e e m e d t o v a n i s h , a n d t h e r o l e s t h e y 

w e r e b e i n g a s k e d t o p lay t o o k over. W i t h i n a d a y t h e l i n e b e t w e e n "play" a n d 

rea l life b e c a m e d i s t u r b i n g l y b l u r r e d . A s Z i m b a r d o w r o t e o f t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s 

i n h i s o r i g i n a l s t u d y ( 1 9 7 2 ) : 

The majority had indeed become "prisoners" and "guards," no longer able to 
clearly differentiate between role playing and self. . . . In less than a week, the 
experience of imprisonment undid (temporarily) a lifetime of learning; human 
values were suspended, self-concepts were challenged and the ugliest, most base, 
pathological side of human nature surfaced. We were horrified because we saw 
some boys (guards) treat others as if they were despicable animals, taking plea­
sure in cruelty, while other boys (prisoners) became servile, dehumanized 
robots who thought only of escape, of their own individual survival and of their 
mounting hatred for the guards (p. 4). 

R e m e m b e r , th is was a scient i f ic s t u d y c o n d u c t e d by h igh ly qua l i f i ed , p r o ­

fess iona l r e s e a r c h e r s , a n d i t was r a p i d l y t a k i n g on a life o f its o w n . T h e p a r t i c ­

i p a n t s , espec ia l ly t h o s e g iven t h e r o l e o f p r i s o n e r s , s e e m e d t o f o r g e t t h a t t h e y 

w e r e c o l l e g e s t u d e n t s wi th f ree will; t h e y c o u l d h a v e s imp ly q u i t t h e s t u d y a t 

a n y t i m e , b u t t h e y d i d n o t . Af te r severa l days, m a n y w e r e p l e a d i n g t o b e 

p a r o l e d , t o b e r e l e a s e d , b u t w h e n r e l e a s e was d e n i e d , t h e y s imply r e t u r n e d t o 

t h e i r cells, d e j e c t e d b u t o b e d i e n t . T h e e m o t i o n a l b r e a k d o w n a n d s t ress r e a c ­

t i ons o f 5 o f t h e p r i s o n e r - p a r t i c i p a n t s w e r e s o e x t r e m e t h a t t h e y b e c a m e 

d e p r e s s e d , w e r e u n a b l e t o t h i n k clearly, a n d s t o p p e d e a t i n g , T h e y h a d t o b e 

r e l e a s e d f r o m t h e s tudy ( o r p e r h a p s , m o r e a p p r o p r i a t e l y , f r o m the prison) 

wi th in t h e s tudy ' s f i r s t severa l days . 

S o m e o f t h e g u a r d s t o o k t o t o r m e n t i n g t h e p r i s o n e r s , a p p a r e n d y enjoy­

i n g t h e p o w e r o f t h e i r p o s i t i o n s . S o m e o f t h e g u a r d s w e r e less s t r ic t a n d t r i e d 

t o b e fair, b u t they n e v e r i n t e r f e r e d wi th t h e m o r e t y r a n n i c a l g u a r d s a n d , 

m o r e i m p o r t a n t l y , n e v e r w e n t t o t h e e x p e r i m e n t e r s t o s u g g e s t t h a t t h e o t h e r 

g u a r d s m i g h t b e "over t h e t o p " i n t h e i r r o l e s . E v e n Z i m b a r d o h i m s e l f f o r g o t , 

a t t i m e s , t h a t h e was i n c h a r g e o f a scient if ic s t u d y a n d f o u n d h i m s e l f s l i p p i n g 

i n t o t h e r o l e o f " p r i s o n s u p e r i n t e n d e n t . " 
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THE "GUARDS" 

Used demeaning, degrading language with 
prisoners; harassed and intimidated them 
Made humiliating comments to prisoners 
(e.g., "Prisoner 2354, go over and tell 
prisoner 2578 that you love him") 
Raucously awakened all prisoners in the 
middle of the night (every night) for 
"inmate counts" 
Frequently used push-ups as punishment 
for minor offenses (One guard stepped on 
a prisoner's back as he was attempting 
to carry out the push-up punishment.) 
Appeared to enjoy their sadistic control 
over the prisoners 
Shot a fire extinguisher (ice-cold C0 2) at 
prisoners to quell a rebellion 
Placed prisoners in solitary confinement for 
entire nights 
Made visiting the bathroom a privilege, 
at times denying visits and placing a waste 
bucket in their cell 
Positioned an informant (a confederate of the 
experimenters) in the cells to spy on prisoners 
for signs of escape or rebellion plans 
Stripped prisoners naked to achieve order 
following exposed escape plan; removed 
prisoners' beds and forced prisoners to give 
up blankets 

Allowed "privileges" (better food, teeth brush­
ing, washing, etc.) to prisoners at random 
in an effort to divide and conquer and to break 
prisoner camaraderie, trust, and solidarity 
Forced prisoners to clean toilets with their bare 
hands, extended "night counts" to several 
hours long, increased number of push-ups: all 
as punishment for the attempted escape 
Were creative and inventive in finding ways of 
breaking the prisoners' spirit 

THE "PRISONERS" 

Quickly became docile, subservient, and 
conformed to the rules set by the guards 
Showed clear and early signs of trauma and 
depression, including crying and profound 
depression 
Begged to be paroled 

Agreed to forfeit all payment in exchange for 
release 

Experienced uncontrollable crying and rage 
and disorganized thinking 
Planned and staged a "rebellion" that involved 
removing stocking caps, tearing off uniform 
numbers, barricading the cells with beds, and 
cursing and taunting the guards 

Designed an elaborate escape plan that 
never materialized 

Eventually gave up all attempts at rebellion 
and solidarity. 

Assumed an every-man-for-himself attitude, 
abandoning solidarity with other prisoners 

Docilely accepted with increasing hopeless­
ness the guards' degrading and sadistic treat­
ment of them as the study progressed 

Aftei 6 days, all became completely passive 
and dehumanized, robotlike 

(Haney et al., 1973; Zimbardo, 1972; Zimbardo, 2005; Zimbardo, 2007b.) 

RECENT APPLICATIONS 

A s i s t r u e o f M i l g r a m ' s s t u d y o f o b e d i e n c e (see R e a d i n g 40) Z i m b a r d o ' s p r i s o n 

s t u d y h a s g e n e r a t e d s w e e p i n g social a n d pol i t ica l effects over t h e 30-plus in te r ­

v e n i n g years . I t is difficult i f n o t imposs ib le to discuss Z i m b a r d o ' s f indings w i t h o u t 

TABLE 37-1 "Prisoner" and "Guard" Behaviors and Reactions During the "Stanford 
Prison" Study 



Reading 37 A Prison by Any Other Name. . . 293 

a c k n o w l e d g i n g t h e po l i t i ca l n a t u r e o f t h e r e s e a r c h . O n e o f t h e m o s t c o n t r o ­

versial a n d h e a t e d issues f ac ing t h e U n i t e d Sta tes , a n d m o s t c o u n t r i e s wor ld ­

w i d e , i s p r i s o n r e f o r m . T h r o u g h o u t his tory, t h e sys temat ic a b u s e o f p r i s o n e r s 

h a s b e e n well d o c u m e n t e d a n d c o n t i n u e s t o th i s day. T h e h e a d l i n e h i s t o r y i n 

t h e U n i t e d S ta tes o f p r i s o n r i o t s , up r i s i ngs , r e b e l l i o n s , k i d n a p p i n g s , a n d m u r ­

d e r s f r o m t h e t i m e o f Z i m b a r d o ' s s tudy t o t h e p r e s e n t i s fil led wi th pa ra l l e l s , o n 

a l a r g e r scale , t o t h e e v e n t s i n t h a t b a s e m e n t a t S t a n f o r d . To a g g r a v a t e f u r t h e r 

t h e p o t e n t i a l for p r i s o n e r a b u s e , t h e n u m b e r o f i n m a t e s i n U . S . p r i s o n s a n d 

ja i l s g r e w f r o m a p p r o x i m a t e l y 500 ,000 in 1980 to ove r 2.2 m i l l i o n i n 2 0 0 6 

( B u r e a u o f J u s t i c e Stat is t ics, 2 0 0 7 ) . T h i s i s t h e h i g h e s t p r i s o n e r p o p u l a t i o n o f 

a n y c o u n t r y i n t h e w o r l d . M o r e o v e r , s i nce t h e mid -1970s t h e g o a l o f r ehab i l i t a ­

t ion i n p r i s o n s h a s b e e n g e n e r a l l y a b a n d o n e d ( a l t h o u g h t h e p h r a s e correctional 

facilities i s still i n w i d e u s e ) a n d r e p l a c e d wi th t h e goa l s o f p u n i s h m e n t a n d 

r e m o v i n g o f f e n d e r s f r o m t h e p u b l i c ( r e f e r r e d to a s incapacitation). I n 1998 , 

Z i m b a r d o a n d H a n e y a n a l y z e d h o w t h e p r i s o n system h a d c h a n g e d s i n c e t h e i r 

s tudy a t S t a n f o r d . H e r e , i n Z i m b a r d o ' s w o r d s a r e t h e i r c o n c l u s i o n a t t h a t t i m e : 

Prisons continue to be failed social experiments using a dispositional [internal] 
model of punishment, and isolation of offenders rather than any basic rehabili­
tation practices that might reduce persistendy high rates of recidivism. What our 
analysis revealed was that prison conditions had significantly worsened in the 
decades since our study as a consequence of the politicization of prisons, with 
politicians, prosecutors, DAs, and other officials taking a hard line on crime as a 
means of currying favor of an electorate made fearful of crime by media exag­
gerations. (Zimbardo, 2005) 

A s y o u h a v e b e e n r e a d i n g th i s , y o u m a y h a v e b e e n t h i n k i n g a b o u t t h e 

p o s s i b l e l inks b e t w e e n Z i m b a r d o ' s p r i s o n s t u d y a n d t h e e v e n t s t h a t h a v e 

o c c u r r e d , a n d a r e o c c u r r i n g , i n t h e w a r i n I r a q a n d t h e s u b s e q u e n t U . S . 

o c c u p a t i o n o f t h a t c o u n t r y . Seve ra l h i g h l y p u b l i c i z e d e v e n t s , e spec ia l ly t h e 

p r i s o n e r a b u s e s c a n d a l s a t A b u G h r a i b P r i s o n i n I r a q a n d t h e r e p o r t s o f 

d e t a i n e e a b u s e a t t h e G u a n t a n a m o d e t e n t i o n c a m p i n C u b a ( s ee H o o k s & 

M o s h e r , 2 0 0 5 ; Keller , 2 0 0 ) , h a v e b r o u g h t t h e " S t a n f o r d P r i s o n S t u d y " b a c k 

i n t o t h e s p o t l i g h t . Z i m b a r d o , in h i s r e c e n t b o o k The Lucifer Effect: Understand­

ing How Good People Turn Evil ( 2 0 0 7 a ) , h a s r ev i s i t ed t h e p r i s o n s t u d y a n d 

e x p a n d e d h i s r e s e a r c h a n d c o m m e n t a r y o n p r i s o n e r a b u s e b e y o n d p r i s o n s t o 

t h e l a r g e r c o n c e p t o f h u m a n evil . W e a r e d i s b e l i e v i n g t h a t e v e n t s s u c h a s A b u 

G h r a i b c o u l d e v e r t r u l y h a p p e n — t h a t a n y o n e , e spec ia l ly c i t i z en s o f a f r e e , 

d e m o c r a t i c society, c o u l d h a v e e n g a g e d i n s u c h sadis t ic t r e a t m e n t o f o t h e r 

h u m a n s . H o w c o u l d th i s b e ? Psycho log i s t s , s u c h a s Z i m b a r d o , a n d o t h e r 

socia l sc ien t i s t s , h a v e t r i e d t o h e l p u s u n d e r s t a n d ; a s t h e a u t h o r s o f o n e s t u d y 

a b o u t t h e s e a b u s e s s t a t e d : 

Journalists have looked to social scientific research to understand the abuse in 
Iraq, Afghanistan and around the world. These accounts move away from an 
emphasis on a few "bad apples" and call into question an emphasis on punishing 
the lowest ranking soldiers. Zimbardo's (1972) research figures prominendy 
in these accounts. He rejects out of hand the "bad apple" thesis, suggesting 
instead that the barrel is bad. Zimbardo faulted the Bush administration with a 
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"failure of leadership" and emphasized that the abusive interrogation tech­
niques and harsh treatment of prisoners were "authorized from the top down" 
by military commanders and by the highest-ranking officials in the Bush admin­
istration. (Hooks & Mosher, 2005, pp. 1632-1633) 

I n r e p o r t a f ter r e p o r t f r o m I r aq , A f g h a n i s t a n , a n d G u a n t a n a m o , w e h a v e 

h e a r d a b o u t a n d s e e n i n g r a p h i c d e t a i l t h e h o r r e n d o u s a b u s e s a n d t o r t u r e o f 

p r i s o n e r s c a r r i e d o u t b y g u a r d s a n d i n t e r r o g a t o r s , w h o , l ike Z i m b a r d o ' s 

p r i s o n p a r t i c i p a n t s a r e n o t , b y all a c c o u n t s , sadis t ic , b r u t a l p e o p l e . T h e y a r e 

essent ia l ly n o r m a l p e o p l e , p e r h a p s n o t s o d i f f e r e n t f r o m y o u a n d m e , w h o a r e 

dras t ica l ly t r a n s f o r m e d b y w h a t m a y u l t i m a t e l y b e t h e m o s t p o w e r f u l si tua­

t i o n a l f o r c e of all for evil: war. 

CONCLUSION 

A s m e n t i o n e d , Z i m b a r d o h a d p l a n n e d for a 2-week study, ye t h e d e c i d e d t o 

cal l i t off a f te r o n l y 6 days b e c a u s e t h e m o c k p r i s o n s i t ua t i on was so p o w e r f u l 

t h a t i t h a d m o r p h e d , i n a l a r m i n g ways, i n t o reali ty. T h e s e w e r e n o l o n g e r r a n ­

d o m l y a s s i g n e d un ive r s i ty s t u d e n t s a n d e x p e r i m e n t e r s ; t h e y h a d b e c o m e t h e i r 

r o l e s , h a d t r a n s f o r m e d i n t o p r i s o n e r s , g u a r d s , a n d w a r d e n s . T h e s e r o l e s w e r e 

s o p o w e r f u l t h a t i n d i v i d u a l i d e n t i t i e s d i sso lved t o t h e p o i n t t h a t t h e pa r t i c i ­

p a n t s , a n d e v e n t h e e x p e r i m e n t e r s , h a d difficulty r e a l i z i n g j u s t h o w d a n g e r ­

o u s t h e b e h a v i o r s i n t h e "S t an fo rd P r i s o n " h a d b e c o m e . Z i m b a r d o w r o t e 

a b o u t h i s d e c i s i o n t o h a l t t h e s t u d y a s follows: 

I terminated the experiment not only because of the escalating level of violence 
and degradation by the "guards" against the "prisoners" . . . but also because I 
was made aware of the personal transformation that I was undergoing person­
ally. . . . I had become a Prison Superintendent, the second role I played in addi­
tion to that of Principal Investigator. I began to talk, walk and act like a rigid 
institutional authority figure more concerned about the security of "my prison" 
than the needs of the young men entrusted to my care as a psychological 
researcher. In a sense, I consider that the most profound measure of the power 
of this situation was the extent to which it transformed me. (Zimbardo, 2005, 
p. 40; see also, Zimbardo, Maslach, & Haney, 1999). 
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