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Use of ‘Subjects’ Should Not
Be Subjective

working to revise the AP4 Publication Manual. The

Manual dictates certain aspects of language usage in
journal articles, as APS members may know. Thus, it is a good
time to revisit Roddy Roediger’s column “What should they
be called?” (Observer, April 2004). Roediger chooses to call
the people in his experiments “subjects,” not “participants.”
We applaud Roediger’s choice and hope that APS Observer
readers will reflect on this issue.

Although the National Institute of Health takes no posi-
tion on this issue, it is important for psychologists to know
that federal regulations regarding the people in psychologists’
experiments refer to those people as subjects. 45 C.F.R. 46,
a regulation adopted by 17 federal agencies, refers to “hu-
man subjects.” We are unaware of any effort to revise the 45
C.F.R. 46 to replace the term subjects with the term partici-
pants. Unless and until that change is made, it is imperative
that psychologists refer to the people in their experiments
as subjects when discussing their obligations under federal
research regulations.

When publishing journal articles, psychologists are free
to refer to the people in their experiments by any term they
choose, and the American Psychological Association has the
right to dictate language usage in APA journals. However,
we do not think that the people in psychologists’ experi-
ments should be referred to as participants even in journal
articles. To avoid confusion, the same term should be used
in journal articles as is used in federal regulations. Also, the
term participants implies that subjects are equal partners
with the experimenter in the research process, and that they
are actively involved in the planning and implementation of
the research. That may be a noble sentiment, but it is a false
sentiment. Subjects are not equal partners with the experi-
menter, and terminology that implies that the two are equal
is motivated by political correctness, not truth.

Whatever language a reader chooses to use in journal
articles, s/he should not criticize peers for using the most
accurate term for the people in their experiments. They are
subjects.

Sincerely,

David Resnik
Bioethicist and Coordinator of Research Ethics, NIEHS,
NIH

Charles Bond
Texas Christian University

Roddy Roediger has informed us that a committee is

Note: The opinions expressed in this letter do not represent
the views of the NIEHS or NIH.
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Bad Apples and Bad Barrels:
Bad Metaphors and Blind
Spots Regarding Evil?

Lucifer Effect, (reviewed by Wray Herbert, Observer,

April 2007) 1s Understanding How Good People Turn
Evil. The book follows Zimbardo’s talk of the same name
at the 2006 APS convention, the crux of which, according
to writer Eric Wargo (2006), was on the transformation of
“sood, ordinary people into perpetrators of evil” by situ-
ational pressures, using the torture of prisoners in Abu Ghraib
as a case in point.

Even someone fully convinced of the sufficient applica-
bility of the empirical results marshaled by Zimbardo, and of
the value of invoking explanations post hoc, is presumably
forced by the existence of guards who did not “misbehave”
to admit that a pure situational explanation cannot be at is-
sue, but rather one involving the interaction of situational
factors with those of the personality, attitudes, and expec-
tations of convicted Abu Ghraib guard Sgt. Frederick and
other perpetrators.

The point is important because the question arises as to
why the battery of tests given to Frederick at Zimbardo’s
request (personal communication, October 8, 2006) did not
pick out any predispositions to react to the situational fac-
tors in a pathological manner. The answer must be that the
predispositions to respond to situational factors in an “evil”
manner were not appropriately measured. Why?

Is it possible that American social scientists have a “blind
spot” for the behaviors and attitudes that might be good
predictors, but seem to them unremarkable? For example, is
volunteering for the Army or the Army Reserve “normal”?
Is the belief that one’s country is the best in everything,
and, especially, having a condescending attitude toward
other peoples and countries, normative? Do such attitudes
distinguish volunteers from draftees, and among the various
groups of volunteers? Are future torturers more likely to
subscribe to the “premise... that America possesses abso-
lute power,” as the London Times columnist Simon Jenkins
(2006) has put it?

The United States is not among the 104 signatories (in-
cluding the United Kingdom) of the International Criminal
Court Treaty, and it has used controversial incarceration and
trial procedures with no international oversight. Arguably, a
considerable majority of Americans does not agree with such
policies despite 9/11: The question is whether Army volun-
teers agree with them to an unusually high degree — even

The subtitle of Philip Zimbardo’s (2007) book, The

" before they enlist. Have Frederick et al. been asked this

simple question: “Do you believe that the wartime behavior
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of U.S. soldiers and occupation troops should be judged by
an objective international court?”
Finally, one might ask: Why do American psychologists
generally become motivated to explain “evil” in situational
terms only when Americans commit the atrocities (Koneéni,
2005)? Unlike Zimbardo in Frederick’s trial, no American 5
psychologist with a “situational” worldview was a defense We re O n I y
expert witness, for example, at the Hague trials of not just
Milo$evié, but also of his subordinates. Even the “situational”
defense of a civil war having taken place (with all the “evil”
that civil wars usually involve) was denied to these defen-
dants by the Hague prosecutors. Victor’s justice tends to
impute exclusively “internal” causes to enemy atrocities.
Wargo (2006) quotes Zimbardo: “It’s time we asked the a Weblog about

big questions like the nature of evil.” However, we seem to . :
be no closer to a profound answer than the ones given by pSYChOlOQlCGl SCience

Dostoevsky, Robert Musil, and Hannah Arendt. and human behavior

Vladimir J. Koneéni

University of California, San Diego
www.psychologicalscience.org /onlyhuman

References
Jenkins, S. (2006, November 12). America gets real, but Britain
is still lost in  military fantasy land. The Sunday Times
{London). O S
Herbert, W. (2007, April). The Banality of Evil. Observer, 20, e
11-12. PSYCHOLOGICAL SCIENCE

Kone¢ni, V.J. (2005, March 25). Abuse of prisoners at Abu
Ghraib [Letter to the editor]. Science, 307, 1873.

Wargo, E. (2006, August). Bad apples or bad barrels? Zimbardo
on ‘The Lucifer effect.” Observer, 19,33-34, 45.

Zimbardo, P.G. (2007). The Lucifer effect: Understanding how
good people turn evil New York: Random House.

Check your
library to see if
it offers these
important
publications.
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