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13 ABSTRACT

Prison béhavior can and should be analyzed in terms of the tomplex sSocial and = -
political system in which it occurs. - Purposes.of imprisonment, both manifest and
latent, affect the psychological environment with the institution, as well as the -
frequency with which an institutional "solution" is selected. ' Behavior which is
largely the product of situational contingencies will appear abnormal or disordered’
as a function of the pathology of the situation and the perspective of  the observer.
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Prison Behavior
~ Philip G. Zimbardo
, and
Craig Haney

Stanford University

Typically, "prison behavior'" refers to the unusual .or extreme feactidnsf :
of prison inmates within correccidnal settings. A more enlighténed‘conception,
however, recognizes the impact of the prison upon the cognitive, affective,

and instiumental behaviors of all those associated with the institution-?

guards as well as prisoners, noncustodial staff as well as wembers of the 

community in which the prison operates. fhis more molar view will be
utilized in desctibing the prison‘envirohment as akcomplex soctal and poli-
tical system that exerts a powerful controliing forcé on human behavior.
The‘analysis of ébserved and first ﬁerson accounts of prisﬁn beha?ior Sh&uldi
be framed in terms of the history and purposes of incarceration, the Phyéica1 
and sﬁcial structure of confinement, thg psychologicalkadaptatien to life

in prison and the ineffectiveness of various treatment modaliﬁies upon the_if

rate of recidivism (the probability the person will be‘resentenced to prison

b

Soéietiéé'estéblish institutions of social control such as the prison,"

: almshouse,,aﬁd insane asylum to prbvide”an efficiemt,;impersonal'meansAbf‘

dealing'with‘people who tepresént a potential source of danger to the\Life"

and property of the majority who label and 6ften perceivevthe,offendgrs'as

 qepéﬁdent, deviant, or different in some significant way, Historically,

the treatment. received by inmates of sﬁch'institutione has varied according‘ '

‘to preyailing agssumptions about the origins of poverty,'cnime,;and‘inSanity)'

In fact, when violators of the criminal code were viewédlnqt as society's,.
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,.1nterpersonal sk;lls can be altered by‘changing the psychologiéal and ‘
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outcasts but as ordinary citizens who had "sinned,” institvtionalization

wis qulte infrequent, Fines and mild cOrpdral punisbment were used as

" sanctions Instead. Gradually, as the law's basic function shifted from

the preservation of morality to the protection of property, the state took

" a more active part in criminal prosecutions, and those convicted were

“sentenced to imprisonment (Nelson, 1967). Later, in Jacksonian America,

the discovery and proliferation of the asylum for those who broke the
laws of'the state or of reason was predicated upon the belief in the
corrupting influence of the social community. The institution was to be

a place of solitude, isolating the prisoner from the temptations and

. contaminating forces in society (Rothmaﬁ, 1971).

Where and when criminal behavior and insanity are seen as the innate
properties of certain classes of people or particular individuals, treat-
ment is custodial rather than remedial and coercive rather than supportive.
A medical model of mental illness and psychopathic behavior has generated

individualized therapies of a psycho~bivlogical nature., More recently,

behaviorist assumptions of faulty learning in the insane and criminal have

given rise to behavi§:~modtfication programs utilizing aversive conditioning
and tcken economies. Work futlough programs, half-way houses asnd other
attempts to graduélly reintroducé‘the prison inmate to his or her society
ére also currehtly being practiced, and reflect a belief in criminaliﬁy as
defective adjustment.

All such intervention attenpts (and including occupational‘and educa-—

tional training) are classified as‘partyof the rehabilitative function of

.prisons, The assumption is that p:edi;ections toward criminal behavior,

as the products of a diseased mind, poor socialization, or inadequate

4
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cognitive characteristics of ptisoners during the time the§ nre‘confined,_

Other functions of incarcerating people for acts in violation ofbthe

law are: general and speoifig deterrence, retribution; Qpnishmont.

»and restitution, As a general deterrent, the‘incatceration’of one person -

way serve as an example for others not to oehnve similarl&, whiie as a

A opecific deterrent, being in prison keeps that narticular prisoneﬁtftom:commitf
ting further crimes. (But, see Salem & Bowers, 1970). 'Therrétribotive aspegt/OEf‘

imprisonment, based on biblical injunctions of an "eye for an eye,"

or the Réﬁaﬁv3‘t‘
rule of Egﬁ_Taliones, emphasizes‘punishment in kin& for anti—sooinl acts. Reéti;
tutionrto sociéty for crimes against its membéré or institutions.is seen:in the
efforts of prisons to utilize tho free or cheap labor of prisoners for the:
"public good" (road construction, license plates, building school equipment,
etc.). Restitution to individual citizens victimlzed by the unlawful act : H“‘,
is not yet a common feature of our criminal justice system, although it was.
once a prevalent remedy at Common Law (cf. Nelson, 1967). *
Systematic studies of the effectiveness of rehabilitative t:eatngnt
programs within prison settings concluoe>tnat there is no statistically g
-reliable reduotion in recidivism which can be attributed to tréatmgnt :
’(e.g.;'Martinson;‘1974); Although recidivism ratésiaré‘oubject to statis# ' "f ';?
tical manipulétion‘By selecting type of‘crine, time since release ffom |
prison, number of previous arrests, age of the inmate, and a host of other

variables, the general figure is often reported to. vary around sixty percent.

This datum has been used as evidence’ for contrary interpretatlons and. -
recommendations about prison behavior. More conservatiye»opponents ofnthe"
current system call for,longer sentences,.harsher‘punishnent,ﬂségtégation,ot
allegedly violoncefnrone’innates, énd’an end to:rehgbiiitationnprogiams' o

because oftthe‘nonmodifiability'of the "criminal‘mind;" On the other hand;j"'fva~"
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more radical critics of the system point to the criminalizing effects of

the prison‘experlence {tself, to the iﬁjuétices of status, influence,

B ;‘ and cconomic ﬁower. In cailing {or;alternativeé to incarceration, many
 §:1 social sclentists have advocated a view of criﬁe as a functiqn'uf soclal
;éi; ’conditions‘épd not individual pathology. Even those who recommend‘mo;e
“gé- severe crimiﬁal punishment recognize‘thnt ex~convicts are likely %o partici-
kf%il pate again in crimiﬁal activity'if opportunities available to them in soclety
;%f remain unchangcd;  One such researcher for exaﬁplc, has observed that
;; ' e ' "it is plausible to assume that legitimate opportunities become scarcer
.i‘i N .relative to criminal upportunities in periods following conviction for
) 33
é %-rv crime, becau: e of the criminal-record effect on 1egitimaﬁe job opportunitics"
;ij (Ehrlich, 1973, p. 264). ’
1Y
{%' Well over a hund:ed,years ago de Tocqueville observed, "While soclety
v;§~ in the United States glves the exampie of the ﬁost extended liberty; the
f:~‘é% ’ prisons of the same country offer a spectacle of the most complete despotism.”
25 vié‘; Such a condemnation of the prisons persists today, despite apparent attempts
ygg‘—b aﬁ chénge'(see Struggle for JQSCice, American Friends Service Committee,
PN S o
: gé.”‘ Prisons in Turmoil, Héérings by the Select Committee on Czime of the House
CER ,

of Representatives, 1971-1972). Indeed, one commentator (Erikson, 1966)

has suggested that perhaps "we find it difficult to chaitge the worst of our

P ;i° : penal practices because we expect prison to harden the inmate's committment
. :‘ .‘ ‘ ) to deviant forms of behavior and draw him more deeply into the deviant

ranks" (p. 15). Nevertheless, the failure of prisons to have any substantial

E,E N impact on recidivism or crime is compounded by the reality of increasing

’.l‘ﬁ PR N N violénce and crime within prison,‘riots, and dissatisfaction of guards,

inmates, and administrators,

The behavior of all those within the confines of a prison are, to.

a considerable degree, under the concroliing infiuenge of physical and social




e ST T I R T KR P
A e N .

e AT

SRR
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of -the prison experience, it would seen reasonablo to £ocus more on . the

' general kinds of psychopathology that the prison environment pzoduacs in ’

. incarcerated pcople, than on the kinds of fdfosyneratic pathology that

Cany individual is but a part in transaction with’other‘individuals,similarly"

some people may bring into prisons. 1%19 changc in perspective away from

.a search for dispositional. trait-based causes of prieon behavior (e.g.,

Gough & Peterson, 19 ; Jensen, 1973) toward an attribntional.analysis in
terms of situational forces is congruent with the shifting ¢émphasis in

both personality and social psychology research. A growing bcdy'cffsocial

science literature attests to the poot predictive value of ptrsonalxty-t)pe

c1a551fications relative to the utility of situation~8pecific variables

(Hischel, 1968).' Although prison officials attempt to prevent viclence

within prisons by ofdering isolation or "lock~downs' of inmates assigned to.

“violence-prone categories, research scientists insist that "we can't
predict who is dangerous" (Steadman & Cozza, 1975). Undetstanding of

violence inside prison must be based on social‘systemsnanalyeis of which

situated :

Another study lamenting the inability of personality characteristics e

‘and diagnostic data to predict violent behavior concludes in appropriately

transactional and situaticnal terms: Mviolence typically erupts out of a
crisis" (Wenk et al., 972 p+ 401), Indeed, such crises may be provokcd

by any of the manifuld stresses with which tho prieoners must cope. A

publication of the U.S. Bureau of Prisons.lists:' basic survival needs,

: assaults, sexual identity, Status prestige confcrmity; lcss of freedom, -

" added the dynamics of institutionalization whicn most often compound rather o
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dependence, 1oneliness, uncertainty and abandonment. To these must be'
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'than alleviate the effects of the stressful envi:onment.‘ The»initial phases i
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o af {ncarcerdtion arcy[il!ed with feellﬁgs of poué¥}éssnasé>in én Iﬁstitg@fnh@
A7vdo§lnnted by pouer‘relations. physicnl atrengih. and often‘arbitrarﬁ ru}ek
control. The search for modes of adaptation involves observational learning
pf "successful others,” testing limits, gatheringkinformacion and‘de;cfmiuing ‘
':ﬁhe naturc'Of relevant Contingencies. Suppresston of affect iévcomﬁon among
éfisonets nnd'guards’to malntain an image of toughness while cnncculiag fears
- and Qulnefébility. Learning to get nlong‘withoutkothers,,CO make it on one's

own.‘may lead to-a persisting asoclal nrientarton. What appear to he pdraﬁnid
delusions about, for example, the contamination of food or threats against
~5ne'5 iife cannot easilykbe subjected to normal "validity checks" in a total
institution where information is controlled and freedom of inquiry isyuot
possible, Of course, much of the coping which is édaptive wvithin this atypical
environment where privggy is diminisﬁcd and éhe territbrial imperative prevails,
is pu:ho]ogical or dysfunctional in the outside environment to which inmatesy
will return,

Conversely; what appeérs to the observer as abnormal or disordered prison
behavior may actually be normal and funccional adaptations to extreme and
pathological circumstances.; The three most uidely reported features of
ptison behavior are besL interpreted in this lighc. prevalent homosexuality
»andvautoerpticism, physical violence of 1nmates toward each other and.toward
guards as well as staff violence toward inmates, ahd‘criminal actlvities such
as gambling,‘dfug dealing, loan-sharking, stealing and manufactﬁre of -
’alcOholic beVeragés}

. Interpersonal relationships are‘éharacterisficallybinténse becaﬁse of
- the physiéa; proximity, lack‘of opportunity of "social cscapes” and great

‘potential danger or support every Inmate and guard possess for every other.

Hdwever,fthisfintenéity‘is somewhat tempered by the boredom of long periods
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of time with Hietle or nothing constructive to do and Lhobingignifigaucu‘
of daily or Qeekly events. .

‘Commencing on the prisoner's adaptation to his cnnfihemrnt,‘the t. s,
Bureau of Prisons notes that "the initiation process appears en&e&;when 2
consigtent behavior role is agsumed,” This role may be that of tough
guy, prison lawyer, madman, homoéexual, inadequate "lame" or “chump',
infofmér. or others. But basic to the prisonar role will be compliance tu
the myriad of institutional rules, moderated by adherence to che.inmate’S‘,
code of limited conformity.

There appear to be few, if any, long term studies of the effects of
being in the role of prison guard (or "correctional off;cer"), despite
evidence of the great stress such a role induces. The constant daqgcr of 
the job, surveillance and control orientation, hostility of the inmacés
toward the guard.functions and the physical barrenness of the working
environment are coupled Qith the need to conceal emotioﬁal displays. As
a likely consequence psychpsomatic {1llnesses, such as tension headaches,
muscle épasms and ulcers often develop. Further, situational demands

likely condition the manner in which guards interact with and attempt to

“mniutain control over prisoners. Laboratory ctudies of roles analogous to

-

those of guardskattest to the profound influence power has over those whok
possess it. As one research study concludes, "the possession of unilaieral,
coercive power reduces the susceptibility of the wieldef to the 1nfluencé
of the‘perSOnal characteristics, moral appeéls, or persbnal relatignship

of thé target and’. s . to have:éoercive power is tantamount fo using it" o

(Schlenker & Tédesﬁhi, 1873, p. 437).

The minimal tréinibg received by guards (often less than one week)

"hardly suffices to prepare'themjfor the difficult rule they are called upon

- to enact.
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A.cdmpréhensive and ébjective analysis of the effécts df‘iﬁprisonment
‘ 6nibehévior is ﬁampefed By ché Jack of systemitic and controlled Observécicu,
psyéhological evaluation (before~during-and-after confineméﬁt), and formal
experimentaﬁion‘ Most available information ¢omes from‘thé retrospettive
‘hcccuhts,ofrarticulate ex-convicts, diaries and letters of inmates, reports
‘of gerrnmentﬁl‘investigative‘committees and some unclassified studies by
research units of thebstate departments of correction and the federal burgau
’of yrisons.~ The absence of an impartial oBserver who 1s neither prisoner
nor guard, nor a tepresenta;ive of the prison system i;self‘makes it
difficult to‘sepafate fact from bias in reports of prison behavior,

Howeve;, the‘marked changes that can be generated in normal individuals
by the expefience of imprisonment were studied In a recent simulation
experiment (Haney, Banks, Zimbarde, 1973).’ College students wﬁo were within
the normal range of psychological functioning oh a battery of a dozenm
personality measures were randomly assigned to the roles of mo;k guards or
mock prisoners for a two-week period. & realigfic physical environment of
a prison wa§ constructed in a unﬁversi&y building basement and many prison
operating procedures were followed. All‘beha?icr wag monitored throﬁghout
by observers, video recordings and testing insttuments. The aggression
by the guardé occurred initially in fesponse ﬁo resistance and rebelliom by
the priSOners; but its level escalated daily, and became greatest when -
prisonersrwere most oassive and docile. Half of the prisoners had to be
ieleased'wlthin‘five days because of thelr severe emotional distress. All
“the guﬁrds at some time behaved in ways that could be characterized as
aiientothelrnbrma] functicning~¥cruel, brutal, sadistic. They varied only
in how often and how extreme they behaved in this aggressive, dehumanizing
mannef. The experiment was in fact, prematurely terminated because the

subjects seemed to have lost the bbundary between role identity and self
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idenfity. The effects of even this simulated priéon milieu upon thése‘wﬁé
populated it, although transient, were profound and patbolggical. )

. This research, and other cemparable studies on thé effects of insti—
tutions on ti.e behavior of those confined within theﬁ points to the powerful
forces which total institutions bring to bear in modifying beliefs, percep4 
tions, values and behavior. Successful and complete adaptaticn tdﬂé;ch' |
regimented, restricting environments is incompatible’with a life of
relative freedom in the séciety outside the‘institution. ~ | -

The importancc for psychology and psychiatty in better appreciating.

the dynamics of institutionalization and the social?sitanional forces
i

. - ‘ - i : » :
involved is vital for any efforts to improve the fuanctioning of our prisons,

merntal hospitals, 0ld age homes. and other total institutions.
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