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The Lucifer Effect: Channelling the Darkness Within

In extreme situations, we like to believe that everybody else is capable of doing bad
things but us, telling the world if I was there, I wouldn t have done that. So what exactly drives
human nature to commit the heinous acts seen all throughout history? Psychologists have
demonstrated time and time again that biological and environmental factors can both contribute
to an individual’s development, personality, behaviors, and overall health. But one notable
Stanford professor believed that “evil isn’t just in some of us, it’s in all of us” and sought out to
test the limits of putting good people in challenging circumstances.

In the fateful summer of August 1971, a research recruitment ad was posted in the
newspaper offering a $15 per day stipend for male college students willing to participate.
Attracting those who were looking for work in between academic sessions, 100 men underwent
thorough psychiatric and medical evaluations in order to rule out any confounding elements such
as underlying conditions that would trigger subjects to exhibit harmful behaviors during the
study. Twenty-four “mentally sound” men emerged from the trials, deemed fit for the roles they
would soon bring to life. Unbeknownst to them, they had just been chosen for one of the most
infamous psychological experiments in history—the Stanford Prison Experiment (SPE)—where
the line between test subject and reality is blurred, and the darkness within them is given the
opportunity to manifest.

Since 1885, Stanford University has been marked as one of the most prestigious private
universities in the United States, serving as a beacon of learning, discovery, and innovation. But
beneath its esteemed halls, in the foreboding basement of the Stanford Psychology Department,
something far more sinister was taking shape. Dr. Philip G. Zimbardo was not just designing a
study—he was fabricating a prison. The young men’s fates lied within a single coin toss, their
destinies decided and lives changed forever. Half of the participants would roleplay as prison
guards representing the uniform of authority, whereas the remaining were at the shackles of
submission as inmates. What was thought to be another simple psychology experiment was
actually a descent into the unraveling of the human mind.

The day before the experiment was set to begin, the future guards were given their first
taste of power, choosing their uniforms and gear at a local supply store. Each guard had a khaki
uniform and mirrored sunglasses as well as a whistle and police baton as mechanisms to enforce
their authority internally and externally. On the contrary, day one was kickstarted for the inmates
with a mock arrest for armed robbery and burglary where they were taken directly from their
homes to the dimly lit basement prison. Once the men arrived, they were blindfolded, stripped
searched, and provided uniforms consisting of a woman’s nylon stocking as a cap to simulate a
shaved head, smock with a prison identification number, and sandals. Although the participants
were still under the impression they were engaging in a mere experiment, these efforts to
dehumanize them was only the beginning of what they would come to face.

The rules of conduct for both inmates and guards were broadly established, leaving space
for the researchers to observe the behaviors that naturally arose in the setting of the simulated
prison. Professor Zimbardo and his research team watched as the participants settled into the new
prison life and their assigned roles, the weight of their new reality sinking in. At first,
punishments for breaking the “rules” were menial tasks like push-ups and sit-ups. But to the
guards, it was not enough. The illusion of prison still felt hollow. Determined to create a harsher,
more “authentic” environment, they tightened their grip and escalated the power of their
authority. Punishments grew more severe: solitary confinement, revoked bathroom privileges,



the slow stripping away of dignity. As the guards evolved their newfound authority, the inmates
began to despair. One young man became so overwhelmed by helplessness that he developed a
psychosomatic rash, his body manifesting the torment his mind could no longer contain.

The psychological torture the inmates had to endure was excruciating. They were forced
to stay in that agonizing basement 24/7 until the experiment came to a close, however, guards
worked eight hour shifts and were then allowed to reenter the real world and continue their
everyday lives. By the fourth day, some of the students begged to be liberated from the intense
pains while others adapted, becoming blindly obedient to the unjust authority of the guards. To
the prisoners, the experiment was no longer a simulation, it was becoming something far more
real and sinister. Those who considered themselves Vietnam War “doves” appearing as gentle
and caring young men with bright futures, soon transformed into enforcers of mistreatment to
their peers. They grew indifferent to the pain they inflicted, justifying their actions for the sake of
the experiment. At the daunting hours of the night, the worst prisoner treatment crept along the
halls in the absence of the research team.

The two-week experiment was prematurely terminated on day six as a result of the
painful evolution the inmates endured in ways that were not anticipated, prepared for, or
predicted. The SPE was successful playing on the fear of the existence of a monster inside of us
all waiting to be released. But one question gnawed at Dr. Zimbardo: were the individuals
inherently bad, or was it a result of their environment?

The college students entered the Stanford basement with the notion they would be
contributing to the advancement of new discoveries with the promise of a paycheck, but it came
at a different kind of cost. The 1971 study became a prominent scientific episode in
psychological history revealing the power of social roles, authority, and situational influences on
human behavior in ways that shocked both experimenters and the participants. The media
broadcasted Dr. Zimbardo’s claims that “the mere fact of putting on uniforms was sufficient to
transform [participants] into passive prisoners and aggressive guards,” therefore bestowing a
platform for his self-proclaimed Lucifer Effect. The results implied that personality traits do not
act alone as an explanation for cruel behavior, but rather in conjunction with situational forces
like a poisonous environment, can create a space for the darkness within any human to be
unleashed.

Once the public began learning about the SPE, they had questions of their own. If
neurotypical individuals were capable of their actions during a supervised simulation, what could
be said about real-life situations? The public’s genuine concern about the prison system and
inmate treatment grew as the SPE gained popularity. The late 1960s was already witnessing the
beginning of a prisoners’ rights movement that raised the political consciousness of those
convicted, but larger audiences started weighing in and questioning the long-term effects of these
toxic environments. Weeks after the results of the SPE were presented, prisoners in Attica, New
York revolted against their mistreatment and held a number of correctional officers hostage in an
effort to secure more humane treatment for themselves. Unfortunately, many lives were lost
among guards and inmates further proving the work to be done within the American justice
system.

Scientific knowledge is vital for our understanding of the world and what goes on around
us, so it is essential that scientists follow valid methodology to produce accurate and applicable
results. Dr. Zimbardo exemplifies Michael Strevens’ radical subjectivist model where science is
driven by debate and personal conviction as seen in the Stanford Prison Experiment and how its
findings swept the nation. The SPE did not actually gain traction within the media until the



Attica Prison Riot in September 1971 and Dr. Zimbardo twisted the narrative of his study to
better align with the breaking national event. He starred on a plethora of media outlets and even
published his own book in 2007, The Lucifer Effect, in order to win over the public in believing
him despite admitting he lacked the knowledge of real imprisonment himself.

The demand characteristics of the SPE raised doubts within the scientific community
calling into question if whether the prison guards’ behavior was in reaction to their environment
or rather in an effort to fulfill what they thought they were supposed to do for the sake of the
experiment. In 1975, Banuazizi and Movahedi found that out of 150 college students surveyed
after being explained the SPE’s study design, 90% were able to accurately predict the
experimenter’s predictions for the guards to be “oppressive, hostile, aggressive, and
humiliating.” One of the guard participants even expressed to the media that the stipend was a
major motivation for them to act in manners that they believed was expected of them. Dr.
Zimbardo was well aware of these claims, yet persevered on his mission to validate the darkness
within human behavior.

Despite its flaws, the SPE still remains one of the most discussed and taught
psychological studies because it fundamentally changed how we understand human nature,
authority, and the ethics of psychology research. But there are many lessons to be learned from
Dr. Zimbardo and his techniques as a complex case study in the philosophy of scientific
investigation, highlighting both the potential and the pitfalls of psychological research. Beyond
its scientific implication, the SPE demonstrates how scientific narratives can be shaped by
societal concerns and media representation. Ultimately, the experiment underscores the need for
rigorous methodology, ethical responsibility, and critical reflection in the pursuit of scientific
knowledge.
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