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Conducted in 1971, the Stanford Prison
Experiment (SPE) has acquired a mythical
status and provided the inspiration for at
least two feature-length films. You’ll recall
that several university students allocated to
the role of jailor turned brutal and the study
had to be aborted prematurely. Philip
Zimbardo, the experiment’s lead
investigator, says the lesson from the
research is that in certain situations, good
people readily turn bad. ‘If you put good
apples into a bad situation, you’ll get bad
apples,’ he has written.

The SPE was criticised back in the 70s,
but that criticism has noticeably escalated
and widened in recent years. New details to
emerge show that Zimbardo played a key
role in encouraging his ‘guards’ to behave in
tyrannical fashion. Critics have pointed out
that only one third of guards behaved
sadistically (this argues against the
overwhelming power of the situation).
Question marks have also been raised
about the self-selection of particular
personality types into the study. Moreover, in
2002, the social psychologists Steve Reicher
and Alex Haslam conducted the BBC Prison
Study to test the conventional interpretation
of the SPE. The researchers deliberately
avoided directing their participants as
Zimbardo had his, and this time it was 
the prisoners who initially formed a strong
group identity and overthrew the guards.

Given that the SPE has been used to
explain modern-day atrocities, such as at
Abu Ghraib, and given that nearly two
million students are enrolled in introductory
psychology courses in the US, Richard
Griggs, professor emeritus at the University
of Florida, says ‘it is especially important
that coverage of it in our texts be accurate’.

So, have the important criticisms and
reinterpretations of the SPE been
documented by key introductory psychology
textbooks? Griggs analysed the content of
13 leading US introductory psychology
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Although it might seem a good idea to work with other people to remember important
information, the evidence suggests that this typically isn’t so. Individual recall is most
efficient whereas social remembering comes with drawbacks, tripping up our flow and

inhibiting memories. But this
evidence mostly comes from asking
people to collaborate with a
stranger. What happens when you
know each other really, really well?

Celia Harris and colleagues at
Macquarie University recently
reviewed their previously published
and new research on social
remembering by long-term
intimate couples. Their data
showed that on standard tasks,
such as reproducing words from
studied lists, couples working
together often did as well as when
they worked alone. This lack of a
penalty from social remembering is
itself notable, but it’s just a gateway
into more intriguing findings.

During another study, the
researchers noticed that although
couples did more poorly at listing
their shared holidays when
recalling together, these social
sessions were filled with anecdotes
and tangents that weren’t
generated in the solo sessions. 
This inspired them to depart from
testing memory for lists of words
and events, and to explore the

amount of rich, in-depth information remembered by couples about experienced
events. They found these social exchanges led to clear collaborative memory benefits,
which could take three forms:
1. ‘New information’ such as finally snatching an elusive name of a musical thanks 

to a chain of prompts between the two parties.
2. Richer, more vivid descriptions of events including sensory information.
3. Information from one partner painting things in a new light for the other.

Differences between the couples were crucial. Those who structured their approach
together and were more prepared to riff off the other’s contributions did better than
those who were more passive or critical. Richer events were also better remembered
by partners who rated their intimacy as higher.

The authors note that older adults tend to experience the greatest memory
difficulties with firsthand autobiographical information, rather than abstracted facts.
This is exactly where the couples gained the biggest benefit from remembering
together, as evidenced by performance on the in-depth event recall task and the
spontaneously emerging anecdotes. It’s possible that as we grow older, we offset the
unreliability of our own episodic systems by drawing on the memorial support offered
by a trusted partner. This might explain why when one member of an older couple
experiences a drop in cognitive function, the other soon follows. Our memory systems
are more of a shared resource than we realise. AF
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textbooks, all of which have been revised 
in recent years, including: Discovering

Psychology (Cacioppo & Freberg, 2012);
Psychological Science (Gazzaniga et al.,
2012); and Psychology (Schacter et al., 2011).

Of the 13 analysed texts, 11 dealt with
the Stanford Prison Experiment, providing
between one to seven paragraphs of
coverage. Nine included photographic
support for the coverage. Five provided 
no criticism of the SPE at all. The other 
six provided only cursory criticism, mostly
focused on the questionable ethics of the
study. Only two texts mentioned the BBC
Prison Study. Only one text provided a formal
scholarly reference to a critique of the SPE.

Why do the principal psychology
introductory textbooks, at least in the US,
largely ignore the wide range of important
criticisms of the SPE? Griggs didn’t
approach the authors of the texts so he
can’t know for sure. He thinks it unlikely
that ignorance is the answer. Perhaps the
authors are persuaded by Zimbardo’s
answers to his critics, says Griggs, but 
even so, surely the criticisms should be
mentioned and referenced. Another
possibility is that textbook authors are
under pressure to shorten their texts, 
but surely they are also under pressure 
to keep them up to date.

It would be interesting to compare
coverage of the SPE in European
introductory texts. Certainly there 
are contemporary books by British
psychologists that do provide more in-depth
critical coverage of the SPE.

Griggs’ advice for textbook authors is to
position coverage of the SPE in the research
methods chapter (instead of under social
psychology), and to use the experiment’s
flaws as a way to introduce students to key
issues such as ecological validity, ethics,
demand characteristics and subsequent
conflicting results. ‘In sum,’ he writes, ‘the
SPE and its criticisms comprise a solid
thread to weave numerous research
concepts together into a good “story” that
would not only enhance student learning
but also lead students to engage in critical
thinking about the research process and all
of the possible pitfalls along the way.’ CJ

It’s become a mantra of the modern
Western world that the ultimate aim of life 
is to achieve happiness. Self-help blog posts
on how to be happy are almost guaranteed
popularity (the Digest has its own!). Pro-
happiness organisations have appeared,
such as Action for Happiness, which aims 
to ‘create a happier society for everyone’.
Topping it all, an increasing number of
governments, including in the UK, have
started measuring national well-being (seen
as a proxy for ‘happiness’) – the argument
being that this a potentially more important
policy outcome than economic prosperity.

But hang on a minute, say Moshen
Joshanloo and Dan Weijers writing in the
Journal of Happiness Studies – not everyone
wants to be happy. In fact, they point out that
many people, including in Western cultures,
deliberately dampen their positive moods. 

Looking into the reasons for happiness
aversion, Joshanloo and Weijers identify
four: believing that being happy will provoke
bad things to happen; that happiness will
make you a worse person; that expressing
happiness is bad for you and others; and
that pursuing happiness is bad for you and
others. Let’s touch on each of these.

Fear that happiness leads to bad
outcomes is perhaps most strong in East
Asian cultures influenced by Taoism, which
posits that ‘things tend to revert to their
opposite’. A 2001 study asked participants 
to choose from a range of life-course graphs
and found that Chinese people were more
likely than Americans to choose graphs that
showed periods of sadness following
periods of joy. Other cultures, such as Japan
and Iran, believe that happiness can bring
misfortune as it causes inattentiveness.
Similar fears are sometimes found in the
West as reflected in adages such as ‘What
goes up must come down’.

Belief that being happy makes you 
a worse person is rooted in some
interpretations of Islam, the reasoning being
that it distracts you from God. Joshanloo
and Weijers quote the Prophet Muhammad:
‘Were you to know what I know, you would

laugh little and weep much’ and ‘Avoid much
laughter, for much laughter deadens the
heart’. Another relevant belief here is the
idea that being unhappy makes people more
creative. Consider this quote from Edward
Munch: ‘They [emotional sufferings] are part
of me and my art. They are indistinguishable
from me ... I want to keep those sufferings.’

In relation to the overt expression of
happiness, a 2009 study found that Japanese
participants frequently mentioned that doing
so can harm others, for example by making
them envious; Americans rarely held such
concerns. In Ifaluk culture in Micronesia,
meanwhile, Joshanloo and Weijers note that
expressing happiness is ‘associated with
showing off, overexcitement, and failure at
doing one’s duties’.

Finally, the pursuit of happiness is
believed by many cultures and philosophies
to be harmful to the self and others. Take as
an example this passage of Buddhist text:
‘And with every desire for happiness, out of
delusion they destroy their own well-being as
if it were their enemy.’ In Western thought, as
far back as Epicurus, warnings are given that
the direct pursuit of happiness can backfire
on the self, and harm others through
excessive self-interest. Also, it’s been
argued that joy can make the oppressed
weak and less likely to fight injustice.

There’s a contemporary fixation with
happiness in the much of the Western world.
Joshanloo and Weijers’ counterpoint is that,
for various reasons, not everyone wants to
happy. From a practical perspective, they
say this could seriously skew cross-cultural
comparisons of subjective well-being. ‘It
stands to reason’, they write, ‘that a 
person with an aversion to expressing
happiness...may report lower subjective
wellbeing than they would do otherwise.’
But their concerns go deeper: ‘There are
risks for happiness studies in exporting
Western psychology to non-Western
cultures without undertaking indigenous
analyses, including making invalid cross-
cultural comparisons and imposing Western
cultural assumptions on other cultures.’ CJ

Happy together now?
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