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Hmm, November.  Time for something dark, as the afternoons become dark and cold and we go through the annual scare season that Halloween has become. Personally I've never needed Halloween to scare me,  I turn turn on the TV news.  From the reporting of wars, to the latest over-hyped crime, there is plenty to make me lock my doors at night.  Before we lived in nice secure Trail (no, really), we spent 20 years in assorted UK ghettos with all the attendant insecurity.

Let's start with the common premise that we are inherently good people.  Thus, behaving in an "evil" manner is an aberration, which the individuals are personally responsible for.  If you want to hold on to that illusion, then don't read "The Lucifer effect".  Zimbardo takes us into three situations, the Stamford Prison Experiment (SPE), which he organized, the Milligram Obedience tests, and Abu Ghraib Prison. In each case he shows how normal "good" people will behave abominably in certain circumstances.

The SPE took a randomly selected group of volunteers, all of whom were screened to make sure that they were "normal".  The group was split in two and half were made guards, and the other half prisoners.  Both groups were given uniforms. The guards were given orders and means of control, and the prisoners had their freedom restricted. The prison was in the basement of Stanford University.  Within a few days the guards were abusing the prisoners.  Within two weeks the experiment had to be stopped because the abuse had gone out of control.  Zimbardo details the process with a scientist's attention, and it makes fascinating reading.

The Milligram obedience tests were designed to see how severe an electric shock one subject volunteer would impose on a fake "volunteer", if an official was instructing them to continue.  The two volunteers were in separate rooms, and the subject could only hear the fake volunteer.  The electric shocks were fake, but the subject volunteer did not know this. The result was that in 65% of cases the subject volunteer would continue to electrocute the other person after they had ceased to give any response, ie the subject would believe they had killed the other volunteer.

And Abu Ghraib?  Well, you remember the photo's.  The US army maintained that the soldiers who perpetuated these crimes were aberrations and they put the soldiers on trial.  Zimbardo examines the context in detail, and shows how the circumstances released the inner evil in the guards and interrogators at Abu Ghraib. This makes the most shocking reading in the book, especially when you accept that these soldiers were good kids.  There were casualties on both sides in Abu Ghraib.  The inmates and the guards were both degraded by what went on there.

Haloween is a classic case of projection.  We project outwards, onto ghosts, ghouls, zombies, vampires, etc. all the evil that we cannot bear to recognize in ourselves.  The problem of evil boils down to one of the questions little kids ask when they are still in the "Why" mode and before they work out that it is in their interest to believe in santa claus.  Alongside "why is the sky blue?" and "Where do babies come from?" is "Why are people mean?".  The answer, according to this account, is that real nastiness lies buried within all of us, and the wrong circumstances will release it.  

This book is a true mirror, unlike the fantasy we like to present to ourselves, sanitized and made-up.  As we prepare to enter again into the cycle of incarnation, crucifixion and resurrection, it is worthwhile remembering why it was and is necessary.

