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 Be careful who you follow - you never know where they will lead you. 

1 The experiment known as The Third Wave started when a 
teacher couldn’t answer a question from one of his students.   
It wasn’t that he didn’t know the answer.  His problem was that 
he knew the class wouldn’t believe him.   
 

 

2 The teacher found a way to prove the answer to his students - 
he showed them.   
His students were about to take part in one of the most 
shocking social psychology experiments ever carried out in a 
school. 
    

 

3 Ron Jones, according to the Wikipedia article on The Third Wave, was a 
history teacher at Cubberley United High School in Palo Alto, California.   
 
The question he could not answer was:  
How did the Nazi regime succeed in its heinous crimes against people during 
the Third Reich and the Second World War?   
 
The Nazis were in a minority – why then didn’t the German people stop what 
they were doing? 
  

4 Jones conducted a series of exercises in his classroom to emphasise the 
importance of discipline and community.   
 
He then created The Third Wave, a fictional social movement.   
 
He aimed to prove to his teenage students that certain characteristics of the 
Nazi movement held appeal, to the extent that the students would accept – 
and even embrace - fascism. 
 
Within a few days, the Third Wave movement had grown from members of 
his class and had attracted hundreds of students across the whole school. 
 
The experiment soon began to spin out of Jones’ control, with students who 
were attracted to the movement becoming aggressive zealots who 
physically attacked non-members of the cult – for that was what The Third 
Wave was. 
 

5 Although the Wikipedia article gives a summary of The Third Wave, I 
recommend visiting The Wave Home, a website managed by participants 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Third_Wave_(experiment)
https://www.thewavehome.com/
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from The Third Wave experiment. 
 
The Wave Home explains that the story has featured in films, books, plays 
and musicals, and is almost an urban legend - and is used by teachers to 
facilitate discussion on uncomfortable topics such as human nature, 
psychology, charismatic leaders, group behaviour, intolerance and hate. 
With polarisation, persecution, political and religious extremism, cults, gangs 
and bullying as prevalent as ever, the lessons from The Third Wave are more 
important now than ever. 
 
I also recommend the 1981 film, The Wave, a 45-minute dramatised account 
of The Third Wave. 
 
Almost more shocking than the film is Ron Jones’ written story, which he only 
wrote several years after the experiment.  Writing about it was prompted by 
meeting by chance one of his students – one of the Third Wave cult 
members. 
 
The reason I say the story is almost more shocking is that it shows what 
Jones was thinking and feeling, whereas in the film, we cannot be sure. 
 

6 One criticism of The Third Wave is that it exploited a teacher’s power over his 
students – he took advantage of them. 
 
But did he? 
Or did he prevent them from being taken advantage of later in their lives? 
 
A few years ago I might have been horrified by The Third Wave, placing the 
blame for any harm inflicted – actual or potential - on Ron Jones.   
 
My view now, however, is quite different. 
 
If those young people had not experienced The Third Wave, they would be 
ignorant about how easily people become manipulated into behaving the 
way someone else wants them to.  They wouldn’t understand that the price 
of giving up one’s individuality is always too high, no matter what the prize 
being offered in exchange might be. 
 
Not only that, all the people who have heard about The Third Wave - 
watched the film, read the stories, taken part in a lesson – would not know, 
either.   
 
It is extremely disappointing that, despite The Third Wave, so many people 
DO still give up their freedom.  Often, in exchange for an offer of safety, that 
has not materialised, but has morphed into an offer of freedom.  In exchange 
for freedom.   
 
But the point of The Third Wave is that it IS so easy to persuade people to 
give up their freedom in exchange for being part of a cult.  Often, they don’t 
even need to be persuaded.   
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_cWxLNENgMc
https://www.thewavehome.com/1976_the-third-wave_story/
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Of course, they don’t know they are joining a cult – it is presented to them as 
“something bigger” – something with meaning to give their lives purpose. 
 
On balance, I think it is a good thing that The Third Wave took place.  It is a 
fantastic learning experience for all of us.   
 
I’d say that the question is not – did a teacher do something bad to his 
students – but was the outcome positive for them? 
 
I would say, it was positive because they learned the most valuable lesson of 
all, one they could never have learned from a book. 
 

7 It would appear that Ron Jones, the now ex-teacher who ran a multi-day 
workshop – unorthodox though it was - in his classroom in 1967, may be well 
placed to lead an exploration into a particular question. 
 
He is doing so -  he is now an author, speaker and workshop leader.   
 
The workshops Ron Jones offers are on storytelling, poetry, the spoken word 
and The Wave.   
 
The latter workshop explores the question: 
“Why do people give up their freedom?” 
 
An excellent question, indeed.   
 

 CONNECT’S Maxim and Oath 
Connect is only interested in finding and sharing the TRUTH. 

In search of that TRUTH, we only pose questions – we have no answers. 
 

 By: Helen King 

 Source: Tetbury CONNECT: Magazine 
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