Appendix B

The Blue Eyed, Brown Eyed Experiment

What is it like to be discriminated against? Those of us who have never experienced prejudice probably can’t image it.

In a unique experiment, primary school teacher Jane Elliot, sought to give her class direct experience with prejudice. 

On day one of the experiment, Ms Elliot told her class that all brown-eyed children were to sit at the back of the classroom and were not allowed to drink from the water fountain. Blue-eyed children received a longer break time and were permitted to leave for lunch before the brown eyed children.

During lunch break, brown-eyed children were told they could not take second helpings as they would “just waste it”. Blue-eyed and brown-eyed children were kept from playing together and the blue-eyed children were told they were “cleaner” and “more clever” than their brown-eyed classmates.

Ms Elliot kept up the discrimination of the brown-eyed groups. These children were constantly criticized and refused certain privileges.  To Jane Elliot’s surprise, the blue-eyed children soon joined her in the discrimination of the brown-eyed children. The blue-eyed children felt superior within the class and the brown-eyed children felt down trodden and miserable. Fights broke out in the classroom and test performance in the brown-eyed children dropped significantly.

The effects of this experiment were short-lived, because two days later the roles of the children were reversed.

It didn’t take long before the same destructive effects of prejudice occurred again, but obviously this time towards the blue-eyed children.

In short the implications of this experiment were obvious. In less than one day it was possible to get children to hate each other because of status inequalities (i.e differences in power, prestige and privileges of two groups) and pure eye colour.

The effects of a lifetime of racial or ethnic prejudice are, of course, far more powerful and harmful.

Source:  Coon, Dennis. Introduction to psychology: exploration and application - 6th Ed. West Publishing Company, 1989.

