The Milgram Experiment

Milgram used the term conformity to mean going along with peers—individuals of
our own status who have no special right to direct our behavior. In contrast,
obedience is compliance with higher authorities in a hierarchical structure. Thus, a
recruit entering military service will typically conform to the habits and language of
other recruits and obey the orders of superior officers. Students will conform to the
drinking behavior of their peers and obey the requests of campus security officers.

We often think of conformity and obedience as rather harmless behaviors. When
members of an expensive health club all don the same costly sportswear, we may
see their conformity as unimaginative, but we do not think of it as harmful.
Nevertheless, reseachers have found that under certain circumstances, both
conformity and obedience can have negative consequences. Obedience, in
particular, can cause immense damage—a potential that Milgram demonstrated in
the laboratory.

If ordered to do so, would you comply with an experimenter’s instruction to
administer increasingly painful electric shocks to a subject? Most people would say
no; yet Milgram’s research (1963, 1975) suggests that most of us would obey such
orders. In his words (1975:xi), “"Behavior that is unthinkable in an individual . . .
acting on his own may be executed without hesitation when carried out under
orders.”

Milgram placed advertisements in New Haven, Connecticut, newspapers to recruit
subjects for a learning experiment at Yale University. Participants included postal
clerks, engineers, high school teachers, and laborers. They were told that the
purpose of the research was to investigate the effects of punishment on learning.
The experimenter, dressed in a gray technician’s coat, explained that, in each test,
one subject would be randomly selected as the “learner,” while another would
function as the “teacher.” However, the experiment was rigged so that the real
subject would always be the teacher, while an associate of Milgram'’s served as the
learner.

At this point, the learner’s hand was strapped to an electric apparatus. The
teacher was taken to an electronic “shock generator” with 30 levered switches
labeled from 15 to 450 volts. Before beginning the experiment, all subjects received
sample shocks of 45 volts, to convince them of the authenticity of the experiment.
The experimenter then instructed the teacher to apply shocks of increasing voltage
each time the learner gave an incorrect answer on a memory test. Teachers were
told that “although the shocks can be extremely painful, they cause no permanent
tissue damage.” In reality, the learner did not receive any shocks.

In a prearranged script, the learner deliberately gave incorrect answers and
expressed pain when “shocked.” For example, at 150 volts, the learner would cry
out, “Get me out of here!” At 270 volts, the learner would scream in agony. When
the shock reached 350 volts, the learner would fall silent. If the teacher wanted to
stop the experiment, the experimenter would insist that the teacher continue, using
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such statements as “"The experiment requires that you continue” and “You have no
other choice; you must go on” (Milgram 1975:19-23).

Reflecting on the Milgram Experiment

The results of this unusual experiment stunned and dismayed Milgram and other
social scientists. A sample of psychiatrists had predicted that virtually all subjects
would refuse to shock innocent victims. In their view, only a “pathological fringe” of
less than 2 percent would continue administering shocks up to the maximum level.
Yet almost two-thirds of participants fell into the category of “obedient subjects.”
Why did these subjects obey? Why were they willing to inflict seemingly painful
shocks on innocent victims who had never done them any harm? There is no
evidence that these subjects were unusually sadistic; few seemed to enjoy
administering the shocks. Instead, in Milgram’s view, the key to obedience was the
experimenter’s social role as a “scientist” and “seeker of knowledge.”

In one of Stanley Milgram’s experiments, the learner
supposedly received an electric shock from a shock plate when
he answered a question incorrectly. At the 150-volt level, the
learner would demand to be released and would refuse to
place his hand on the shock plate. The experimenter would
then order the actual subject, the teacher, to force the hand
onto the plate, as shown in the photo. Though 40 percent of
the true subjects stopped complying with Milgram at this point,
30 percent did force the learner’s hand onto the shock plate,
despite his pretended agony.

Courtesy, Mrs. Alexandra Milgram. © 1965 by Stanley Milgram.
From the filmObedience, distributed by Penn State, Media
Sales

Milgram pointed out that in the modern industrial world, we are accustomed to
submitting to impersonal authority figures whose status is indicated by a title
(professor, lieutenant, doctor) or by a uniform (the technician’s coat). Because we
view the authority as larger and more important than the individual, we shift
responsibility for our behavior to the authority figure. Milgram’s subjects frequently
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stated, “If it were up to me, I would not have administered shocks.” They saw
themselves as merely doing their duty (Milgram 1975).

From a conflict perspective, our obedience may be affected by the value we place
on those whom our behavior affects. While Milgram’s experiment shows that, in
general, people are willing to obey authority figures, other studies show that they
are even more willing to obey if they feel the “victim” is deserving of punishment.
Sociologist Gary Schulman (1974) re-created Milgram’s experiment and found that
White students were significantly more likely to shock Black learners than White
learners. By a margin of 70 percent to 48 percent, they imposed more shocks on
the Black learners than on the White learners.

From an interactionist perspective, one important aspect of Milgram'’s findings is
the fact that subjects in follow-up studies were less likely to inflict the supposed
shocks as they were moved physically closer to their victims. Moreover,
interactionists emphasize the effect of incrementally administering additional
dosages of 15 volts. In effect, the experimenter negotiated with the teacher and
convinced the teacher to continue inflicting higher levels of punishment. It is
doubtful that anywhere near the two-thirds rate of obedience would have been
reached had the experimenter told the teachers to administer 450 volts
immediately (B._Allen 1978; Katovich 1987).

Milgram launched his experimental study of obedience to better understand the
involvement of Germans in the annihilation of 6 million Jews and millions of other
people during World War II. In an interview conducted long after the publication of
his study, he suggested that “if a system of death camps were set up in the United
States of the sort we had seen in Nazi Germany, one would be able to find sufficient
personnel for those camps in any medium-sized American town.” Though many
people questioned his remark, the revealing photos taken at Iraq’s Abu Ghraib
prison in 2004, showing U.S. military guards humiliating if not torturing Iraqi
prisoners, recalled the experiment Milgram had done two generations earlier. Under
conducive circumstances, otherwise normal people can and often do treat one
another inhumanely (CBS News 1979:7-8; Hayden 2004; Zimbardo 2007a).

How willing would participants in this experiment be to shock learners today?
Although many people may be skeptical of the high levels of conformity Milgram
found, recent replications of his experiment confirm his findings. In 2006, using
additional safeguards to protect participants’ welfare, psychologist Jerry Burger
(2009) repeated part of Milgram’s experiment with college undergraduates. To avoid
biasing the participants, Burger was careful to screen out students who had heard
of Milgram’s study. The results of the replication were startlingly similar to
Milgram’s: participants showed a high level of willingness to shock the learner, just
as the participants in Milgram’s experiment had almost half a century earlier. At the
most comparable point in the two studies, Burger measured a rate of 70 percent full
obedience—lower, but not significantly so, than the rate of 82.5 percent measured
two generations earlier (Twenge 2009).

Use Your Sociological Imagination
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If you were a participant in Milgram'’s research on conformity, how far do you
think you would go in carrying out orders? Do you see any ethical problem
with the experimenter’s manipulation of the control subjects?
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