Deviance in the Darile

by Kenneth J. Gergen, Mary M. Gergen

Wanted:

[4]

and William H. Barton

:mzbely eight persons, half males and half
les. The chamber itself was 10 feee

subjects fora psychology exp

bulletin board and on 2 whim de-

cides to volunteer. He or she [earns
nothing about the experfment before-
hand excepr that it is about “environ-
meneal psychology.” He arrives au the
appointed hour ax an address giver over
the phone. A man ushers him into an
empty room, and leaves him wich a series
of written tasks to complets. Tweney
minutes [ater, the man reappears and
says he is taking the student ro a chamber
that is absolutely dark. The only light ix
thie chamber will be 2 pinpoint of ted
aver the doar, he says, so the smdent can
find his way out shouid chat be necessary.
“You will be left in the chamber for ne
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wide and 12 feet long The foor and walls
were padded. The ceiling was above arm's
reach,
We up ded all voice
nication during ezch hour's session and
used infrared cameras o record how our
suhjects dispersed themsel d the
room. After each hour was aver, we asked
our subiects to write dgwn their impres-
sions of the experience. We then ran the
experimenr three more times, but this
time we left the lights on. By comparing
the behavior of the groups in the dark.
ened chamber with the behavior of growps
in the lighted chamber, we hoped 1o find
out what people will da to and with each
m.hcr when cut away from the normal
go' ing their lives. Will they

more than an hour with some other peo-
ple,” the man says. "There are no rules...
as to what you should do together. At
the end of the time pariod you will gach
be escarted fram the room alone, and
will subsequently deparr from che experi-
mentai site alone. There will be no oppar-
tupicy to meet.the other participants.”

The man asks the scudenc o slip off his
or her shoes, ernpey all pockets and leave
whatever he or she is carrving behind.
Then he exkes the student through asecof
doubie doors into the chamber and leaves

 himen hisown in the piceh black.

Spatial disorientation sets in. Visual
contact with the other people is impos-
sible. Pethaps a childhood fezrof the dark
lcoms up. The student has 0o name or
face. Conversely, he is freer to prujecc on
to others in the chamber the character-
istics he chooses. The purpose of this ex-
periment is to find out what the saudens
will do in this environment and whar sort
of relationships wiil evolve in thisseting.
What do people do under conditions ef
extreme anonymity!

Almose 50 p tcipated in our

try to reestabiish luc as usuall Or will they
willingly forsake the sanctions for an-
other way of interacting?
The logic of our experiment wassimple.
If it is true, as sociologist Erving Coffman
argues, that sogiety channels most of an
individual's energy inco set patterns a5 2
resutle of rewards or punishments, then it
follows that the hehaviar of mose individ-
uals is rourinized. We sl come w actin
maorz or less expecred ways. During an
hour with six or seven strangers in a pad-
ded rpom in the dzrk, we thoughe, qur
subjects would be free from the expects-
tions of friends. family and s0 on not w
act as usual. Even if someone tred o in-
troduce socLeTy's norms into the chambsr,
the dark would make it ditficuit to teward
ar punish our subyects appropriarely for
ctheir behaviar. The face thar parricipants
knew they wouid never meet face o rice
provided a Anal guarantee that they couid
interact the way they wanted to.
The Desfaning Sifence. The differences
in behavior berween smidants in the dark-
mum Ami light-room groups proved en-
Subj in the lighted room

inivial :xplomnon They were berween

{ the ages of I8 and 25, and primarily $tu-

dents from colleges and universities in 2
10-mile radius of Swarhmore College.
They were divided inte groups of 2pprox-

kepta continuous, focused stream of con-
versation going from star to Gnish of the
session. In the dark room, talk slacked off
dramaticzlly after che first 30 minutss. At
ane point in 2 dark-room session whaz in-

ciuded a very talkative bay, the conversa-
tion had become muted, disjeinted, and
faleering. Finally, the boy said in 2 loud
voiee, "Why isn'c anybody wulkingt™ A
woice returned the answer softly, "Why
don't you shut upt”

Verbal inactiviey in the dark chamber,
however, was not matehed by inactivity
at ather levels of interaction. Subiects en-
tering che lighted room quickly found a
place ©o sit {seldom closer than three feet
to any other sublject); and remained
seated in the same positions throughout
the session. Using photographs, we couid
predice with berter than 90 pereene accu-
racy the individual placement of each
subject during the last five minutes of a
session from his position during the firse
five mifiuces. But in the dark room sub-
jects moved gbout fuidly. & was difficulr
1o predict wich greater than 50 percenrac-
curacy where subiects would be from ane
five-minute period to the next.

Al dark-zoom perricipants accidentally
touched one snother, while less than five
percent of the light-room subjects did.
More ta the poink, atmost 9 percent of
the dzrk.room participants touched each
other on purpose, while almest none of
the light-roant subjects did. Almost 50 per-
cent of the dark-room paricipants re-
ported that they hugged anocher person.
Almast 88 percent of the dark-room sub-
jects said they fele sexual excitement,
while only 30 percent of the lght-room
subiects said they did.

The impressions of the hour wrien by
the dark-room subjects give a less cut and
dried idea of what went on. “There was
1ension and’ nervousness at the begin-
ning,” wrote ane girk. “A lot of moverment.
Graduaily, 2 significant change took
place. Peopie sat down in smaller groups, a
large partion were silent, the darkness no
longer bothered me. The last group of us
sar closely together, touching, feeling a
sense of friendship and loss 34 4 group
member left. I left wich 2 fesling chart it
had been fun snd nice. 1 felc [ had made
same friends. In fact | missed thern.™ .

Aboy wrote, “As I wassiring Beth came-
up snd we starred to play couchy face and
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touched touched

prevenied hugged
accidentaly purposefutly  touching another aroused  middke of room
Oark room XN Light room RN

sexually  founa mysel in|

wuchy body and stanied to neck. We ex-
pressed it as showsny ‘love to pach other
Shorily before L was taken out, we decided
ta pass our love’ on, fo share it with pther
peaple. So we split up and Lismie ok her
place. We had just started touchy face and
touchy tody znd kissed a few times hefore
| was tapped 10 leave.”

Another boy wrote, "Felt joy over the
possihility af not having to look at people
in clichéd ways. Enjoyed feeling of a self-
awareness surroinded by a rich vnviron-
ment . . . Enjoyed the wantonness of just
crawling around and over other people to
get frem one phace to another.”” Others
wrote they felt more “free” during the
session yet mare “seriows” than normat.
The dark-room subicets indicated they

and less anxious w know the identity of
others. With the simple subtracteon of
light, a group of perfect strangers moved
within approxtmately 30 minutes to a
stage ¢f intimacy often not attained in
years of normal atquaintanceship.

Inltmacy Is Maturel. The results of these
exprriments suggested to us thar when
freed from normative €ONSTraInGS, people
ar teast people hetween the ages of 18 and
25, develop very immeduate and clase rela-
tions. To check this observation, we
joined with Caraline Curris to run a sec-
end set of experiments. We repeated the
dark-room sessiens with 22 more people,
and extended the time 1n the chamber to
an hour znd a half. Given the cmotional
intensity reached in the chamber after 60
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were less anxious to be kaown hy others.

minutes, we wanted 1o sce what would
happen in $0 minutes.

Our second group of darkroom sub-
jects emulated the behavier of the fiest
group. It the cxtza 30 minutes, subjects
heeame even moTe open with cach other.
Fifteen percent more suhicets in the 90-
minkte sessions said they talied about
“important” things. Reports of horedom
Erom the Y0-minute suhiects dropped by
the same percent. In effect, we ot the
same hehavior in the longee sessions that
we gat in the shorter, bat more of it

We noxt contrasted the behavior of the
three 90:minute groups with theee addi-
tiona! Y0-minute groups who were told
they wonld mece after the session. The

‘purpase was to see what would happen

when we seduced the amount of anonym-
ity ouf. subjects could expeet, thus in-
creasing the chahees that they would he
punished o ridiculed for their behavior.

Compared with the subjects who were
guaranteed andnymity, the subjects who
were toid they would be introduced afeer
the session were kess likely to explore ehe
chamber, more likely to feel bored, less
likely to introduce themselves, Jess likely
ta hug, less likely to “fcel close to another
person,” and more likely to feel panicky.
%y pulling hack the cloak of anonyntity,
we reduced the intensity of relations in
the chamber.

The hchavier ot our subjects in the
dark room sugpests that we must think
anew the guestion of anonymity. Suppos-
ediy, we bive in the “Age of Anonymity.”

Large-scale accounting systems replace
our names with numbcrs. We use me-
chanicai mcans to sclect peonle imper
sonally for college entrance, careor place-
ment and cven marnage. Urhan Living is
so cemplex that personal idiosyncrasy
cannat he tolerated. We are in danger, say
the critics, of hecoMing aNONYMous CTc2-
wres wath no individual significance.

Psychalogists such as Leon Fustinger,
Albert Pepitone and Philip Zaymbardn
have added a significant dimension to
these ideas. Both tahoratary and ficld
studies have demonstrated that when 2
persen is without markers of personal
identity, when he or she becomes deindi
viduatéd in the researchers’ tenns, the
stage is set for increased aggression. Face-
less people are more likely to harm each
other, a finding with important implica-
tions for the high incidenee of ¢rime in
the anonymous setuag of the inner city.

Yet few of our subjcets found anyrhing
displeasing about the experience of
anenymity. Most gained decp cninyment
and volunteered to rerurn without pay.
Angnymity itsclf does not seem ta be 2 50-
cial ill. Rather, the swte of ananymity
scoms to encourdge whatever potentiaks
are most pmmmcnt at the moment—
whether for geod or for ill. When we ate
anonymous we age free 1 be agaressive or
to give atfeetion, whichever expresses
most fully our feclings at the time. There
is liberation in anonymiry.

Why did our subicets chose to be so af-
fretionate n the dark room. They were
faced with an ymmense numbar of zl-
tematives for actim, and yee, almast all
chose some form of closcness. Were these
intimacies based on fear of the unknown
threat—an attempe to hand together to
ward off danger? None of our data support
this expianation, and in fact, analysis re-
vealed that those who were most un-

-settted by the citcumstance were least

likely to form close relatiopships. We are
struck, instead, by what seemed an essen-
tial desire forintimate alliance among our
subjects. OF course, our samples were
young, and the nombers not large. But it
does seeam that if the social norms govern-
ing our rclationsnips did not keep dis-
tance among us—35 they did in the case of
ou light-room subiects—the sharing of in-
timacy such as in the dark roem, would
be widespread.,

It appears that people share strong
yearnings to be ¢loss eo each other. How-
ever, our social norims make it too costly
to express these feolings. Cur traditions
appear to keep us as a distance Perhaps
these traditions have outlived their
usefuiness.




