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This report sought to investigate why American soldiers (military police reservists) abused Iraqi inmates at Abu Ghraib prison. Private First Class Lynndie England, Specialist Charles Graner and Sergeant Ivan Fredrick are some of the best known abusers who were serving in Abu Ghraib from late 2003 to early 2004, so their behaviour is going to be analysed using social psychology.

Social psychology is a scientific investigation that is interested in behaviour, feelings, thoughts, beliefs, attitudes, intentions and goals of individuals, which are affected by other people who are present (Hogg and Vaughan, 2011, p. 4). 

According to Heider (1958) people produce attributions, which are beliefs about the reasons why other people behave as they do. Heider distinguished between internal (dispositional) attributions and external (situational) attributions. Internal attribution is made, when someone's behaviour is considered as a result of their personality or other characteristics. External attribution is made when someone's behaviour is attributed to the current situation (cited in Eysenck, 2009, p. 414-415). 

Kelley (1967, 1973) extended attribution theory. She argues that casual attribution depends on the collected information. Relevant information from several sources can help to identify covariations of the observed behaviour and its possible reasons. To make this decision people asses three types of information when interpreting someone's behaviour. Consensus is the extent to which other people behave in the same situation in the same way. Consistency reflects the extent to which someone generally behaves in contrast to his/her current behaviour. Distinctiveness shows the extent to which the person's behaviour in the present situation differs from his/her behaviour in other situations (cited in Eysenck, 2009, p. 416).

If Kelley's attribution theory is applied either to Lynndie England's, Charles Graner's or Sergeant Ivan Fredrick's behaviour in the Abu Ghraib situation, it reveals that consensus was high, because others were behaving in the same way. Consistency was low, because it is presumed that normally she/he was not behaving this way. Distinctiveness was high, because supposedly she/he was behaving this way only in this situation. These covariations support the idea, that the cause of her/his behaviour was external.

However, Fincham and Howstone argues that no pattern of the three factors is reliable for predicting circumstance attributions (2001, cited in Eysenck, 2009, p. 417).

While the Bush administration was blaming certain individuals regarding the torture of Iraqi prisoners, there are some theories which point out that it was only partly true. It is not easy to make a distinction what was an order and where individual decisions started regarding abuses in Abu Ghraib, but obedience to authority is an important factor that needs to be taken into consideration. 

Milgram (1963, 1974) in his experiment measured the level of obedience of participants when they were told by an authority figure to administer electric shocks to another person. While experts predicted that no one would go above 180V (very strong shock), everyone continued to 255V and 65% continued to the very end  (450V). One explanation why people continued to administer electric shocks may be that the experiment started with a quite insignificant shocks ( cited in Hogg and Vaughan, 2011, pp. 240-241). Zimbardo as being an expert witness for Abu Ghraib trial found that similarly to Milgram's experiment people are usually starting the path toward the ultimate evil act with a small, seemingly insignificant first step, then they are gradually escalating the abuse (Zimbardo, 2007, p. 274).

Zimbardo found that the Abu Ghraib case has many similarities with his Stanford Prison Experiment (1971). In both cases the situation was that an absolute power was granted for guards dealing with their charges. Similarly, the guards had no prior training for their roles and they had only minimal staff supervision to restrain their psychological abuse of prisoners. Moreover, in both cases the worst abuses occurred during the night shift, when the guards felt that the authorities noticed them least, so they were free from their constraints. He also found that in the Stanford Prison Experiment the basic need for belonging was diverted into conformity with newly evolving norms that enabled the guards to abuse prisoners (Zimbardo, 2007, pp. 258-352). Solomon Asch (1951) theorised that group pressure can have persuading effect on an individual to conform (Hogg and Vaughan, 2011, p. 30). In combat (at Abu Ghraib in Iraq) people are trying to make sense of a complex situation by relying on their immediate social group. Conformity to one's unit in war means survival and ostracism is death (Turner, 1991 cited in Fiske, Harris and Cuddy, 2004).

The design of the Stanford Prison Experiment made it evident that initially guards were not bad – they were ordinary college students randomly assigned to guards and prisoners. They were under situational forces of the System, which began to spin out of control. In Abu Ghraib the same thing happened. For example, Ivan Fredrick 's records show that he was an excellent soldier and his psychological assessment found that he had no sadistic or pathological tendencies. However, it has been found that he is dependent on others, easily led by others and likely to be overcontrolled by circumstances, authorities, and peer pressures. It could be a reason why he did not discipline colleagues for abusing prisoners. Ivan Fredrick was similar to Stanford Prison Experiment guards. It can be hypothesised that when he started to work in Abu Ghraib, he was a Tabula rasa, a clean slate, which would soon become affected by a pathological prison setting (Zimbardo, 2007, pp. 329-344). 

In a nature/nurture debate this theory would support the idea that he was not evil by nature, but he learned to be an evil guard. However, his dependency on others can be categorised as an internal factor, so the theory that he was a clean slate might be questioned.

Ivan Fredrick 's has felt anonymous because no one was following his orders. Soldiers stopped wearing their full military uniforms while on duty. All around them, most visitors and the civilian interrogators came and went unnamed. No one in charge was identifiable, and the huge mass of detainees, wearing orange jumpsuits or entirely naked, were also indistinguishable from one another. This anonymity of person and place created an altered state of mind, which combined with diffused responsibility for one's actions caused deindividuation. The guards' inability to understand prisoners language also helped deindividuation . Wearing clothes is an essentially social practice, consequently the stripping away clothes may have an unintended result of dehumanised prisoners in the eyes who interact with them. Dehumanization lowers moral and cultural barriers that usually prevent the abusive treatment of others. The photo of Lynndie England dragging a detainee on the ground with a dog leash around his neck is just one example of dehumanizing, when it was just 'fun and game' for her. Initially the idea for taking the posed photos of tortures was to use them as threats to help interrogations. However, this encouraged social facilitation and opened the door for creative evil work. It was relieving the soldier's boredom, getting revenge, representing superiority and having fun and sex games. Boredom was a motivator to take actions that might bring some excitement and some controlled sensation seeking (Zimbardo, 2007, pp. 351-402).

Many soldiers and detainees were killed in hostile attacks. They lived in a stress and fear and they were exhausted. The prison was overcrowded. The weather and the life conditions were terrible ( Zimbardo, 2007, p. 342).These external factors can have a powerful influence on human behavior, but researches demonstrated that not all individuals respond alike to the same contextual factors. Milgram's (1983) and Zimbardo's (Haney, Banks and Zimbardo, 1973) classic studies in obedience, conformity and social influence find that while many people conform in causing pain and abuse to others, some individuals will resist social pressure and act in accordance with their own values and belief about what is right. According to the Taguba (2004) report, in the Abu Ghraib situation, the majority of individuals did not succumb to the psychological factors or any of the other contextual factors. Contextual factors are not enough to give an explanation why some individuals engaged in or tolerated prisoner abuse. To understand why prisoners abuse occurred psychological – personality factors also have to be considered that can influence individual vulnerability, resilience and behaviour under stressful condition. These factors include hardiness (Kobasa, 1979), conscientiousness, agreeableness, openness (Judge & Bono, 2000) and a mature world view (Kegan, 1994) (cited in Bartone, 2004). These psychological – personality factors are essentially internal factors.

Although Sergeant Frederick was a military superior Charles Graner took charge of that part of the prison where mistreatments occurred. Ivan Frederick regrets coming under Graner's influence and he wishes that he had been stronger. Charles Graner was in relationship with Lynndie England . He was a tough and charismatic character. He was influencing others, including Lynndie England (Zimbardo, 2007, pp. 355-360). According to Thomas Dene, a school psychologist who had known Lynndie England since she was four, she was overly compliant in social settings, especially in the presence of perceived authority (BBC, 2004). The military situation just enhanced this, because women in the military camouflage their identities and bodies to conform to a masculinised setting (Weinstein and D'Amico, 1999 cited in Howard and Prividera, 2008, p. 288). Maybe, if Ivan Frederick and Lynndie England had had more of the above mentioned positive psychological – personality factors mentioned by Bartone, situational factors would not have been able to affect their behaviour and they would have stopped Graner's dominance and bad influence.

The media represented Lynndie England as a contemporary fallen white woman through her moral, professional, and sexual failings. She was described as inferior, sexually deviant, and immoral. The CBS Evening News stated:

Private Lynndie England is hoping to prove any blame for the abuse scandal belongs up the chain of command. That she was only following orders when the Reservist taunted Iraqi detainees in shocking snapshots that embarrassed the Pentagon and enraged the Muslim world (3th August 2004, cited in Howard and Prividera, 2008, pp. 300-301).

This media statement interpreted from the perception of social psychology would be that Lynndie England is externalising her immoral behaviour by blaming the chain of command and she does not (want to) recognise her internal attribution. On the other hand, it could be argued that people who shaped the situation – the chain of command – are also guilty. While they are labelling the 'few bad apples' they are also externalising their behaviour and responsibility. However, since they were not directly involved in the actual abuses, they remained disregarded. Interrogators were also abusing prisoners, but they also seem to be overlooked by the media and justice.

It could be argued that in our society usually takes account of individuals' internal attribution, while defendants are often externalising their own behaviour. They usually blame the situation or someone else. Both, internal and external attributions are interrelated and inseparable in all situations. They both need to be considered together to investigate a behaviour. Being obedient and conformable is often appreciated and rewarded, but in an evil situation anyone can get corrupt if it is not recognised and challenged. The same happened in Abu Ghraib. Guards were conformable, obedient, but they were untrained and they had a lack of hardiness, conscientiousness, agreeableness, openness and a mature world view to go against the conformity of the group when the evil situation occurred. As a result situational forces transformed them into perpetrators of abuse against Iraqi prisoners.
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