paradigm »
(par's dim’) n.
model; example

in 1961 Stanley Milgram embarked on a research program that
would change psychology forever. Fueled by a desire to understand
how ordinary Germans had managed to participate in the horrors of the
Holocaust, Milgram decided to investigate when and why people obey
authority. To do so, he developed an ingenious experimental paradigm
that revealed the surprising degree to which ordinary individuals are
willing to inflict pain on others.

Half a century later Milgram’s obedience studies still resonate. They
showed that it does not take a disturbed personality to harm others.
Healthy, well-adjusted people are willing to administer lethal electric
shocks to another person when told to do so by an authority figure.
Milgram’s findings convulsed the world of psychology and horrified the
world at !arge. His work also left pressing questions about the nature of
conformity unanswered. Ethical concerns have prompted psychologists

to spend decades struggling to design equally powerfu] experiments
without inflicting distress on the participants.
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Researchers- have now begun developing tools that allow them to
probe deeper into his experimental setup. This work is pointing the way

to new understandings of when and why people obey—and of the atroci-
ties conformity can enable.

oObedience to Authority

When he began this project, Milgram had another goal in mind. He
intended to assess whether some nationalities are more willing than oth-
ers to conform to the wishes of an authority figure. His plan was to start
studying obedience in the U.S. and then to travel to Europe to look for
differences in behavior among populations there.

The topic of conformity was not new, and indeed
Milgram had been heavily influenced by psycholo- T—— Experimenter
gist Solomon Asch, with whom he had studied in
1959 at the Institute for Advanced Study in Prince-
ton, N.J. Asch had shown that when asked to make
public judgments about the length of a line, people =
were often willing to bend to the views of their peers
even when doing so meant defying the evidence of
their own eyes.

Milgram suspected that Asch’s results held hid-
den potential that might be revealed if he studied
behaviors of greater social significance than simply
judging lines. So Milgram designed an experiment
in which participants—most of whom were men living near Yale Uni-
versity’s psychology department, where the study was conducted—were
told to act as a “teacher” assisting an experimenter in a study of memory.
Their task was to administer a memory test to a learner, who in real-
ity was an actor employed by Milgram. When this learner .supplied an
incorrect answer, the participant was to give him an electric shock. 'Ijhe
Ostensible goal was to investigate the impact of punishment on learning:
Would the shocks improve the learners’ performance or 1_10t?

To administer the shocks, the teacher had in front of him a shock gen-
erator with 30 switches on its front panel. The buttons :vere arr ange:i In
ascending order from 15 volts, labeled with the wsrds sllghLShOCk:thaﬂ
the way up to 450 volts, ominously labeled “XXX. After eac error the

i he right, increasing the jolt by
teacher had to depress the next switch to the right, 13 %0 Would
15 volts. Milgram was interested in seeing how far they would go.

Teacher

P~
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baseline »

(bas’ lin) n. original
reference point, amount,
or level by which

other items can be
measured or compared
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Milgram was taken
le students sho
cxperimemcr’s instructions. Indeec
ing switches all the way to the highest voltage—w¢

which the shocks would prove lethal.
Of course, the shock generator Was not real, so the learners never

1d next. His initial pilot
ularly followed the

aback by what he four
wed that people reg,
I, the vast majority continued press-

Il beyond the point at

studies’ with Ya

really suffered. But the participants did not know this, s0 by al‘l appear-
ances Milgrants subjects seemed willing to deliver shocks sufficient to
kill a person simply because they were asked to do so by a gray-coated

lab assistant in a science experiment.
Startled by these findings, at first Milgram dismissed the results asa

reflection of the particular nature of “yalies” Only when he reran the stud-
ies with members of the broader American public did he begin to realize
he was onto something big. In what became known as the baseline, or
voice feedback, condition, the teacher sits in the same room as the experi-
menter. The learner is in another room, and communication occurs only
over an intercom. As the shock levels increase, the learner expresses pain
and demands to be released from the study. At 150 volts he cries out,
“Experimenter, get me out of here! T won't be in the experiment any more!
I refuse to go on!” Despite these pleas, 26 of the 40 participants, or 65 per-
cent, continued administering shocks to the maximum, 450-volt level.

This (i_lscovery completely transformed Milgram’s career. He aban-
f:f}lggh?}l]solﬁzgfeﬁ r(l:ll:;rlie 2:;1)/ in Europe—if Americans were already
Instead he concent’rated gn ex; i could nor conorn muC.h g
ment had led ordinary Ameri: mmtmlg) e}):aCﬂY what about bis eXPer}‘
gram put it, he was determin c? piiion a"? s0 unexpectedly. 4 Ml

, ed to worry this phenomenon to death.

Science of Defiance

Eg};liiz aczvoiltll?t: of Milgram’s work most often mention only the base-
large nulziber of1 . 6§'percent. compliance. In fact, he conducted a very
iy, Mil ) Stfl ies. In h1.s book from 1974, Obedience to Author-

» Milgram describes 18 variants. He also conducted many studies to

i

devel ,
elop the paradigm that were never published. In one pilot experiment

1. pilot studies n. small experiments done in

to help clarify or correct the overall project design

the early stages of full-scale research projects




Whi\e Milgram was conducting his Milgram is clear about his debt to Arendt.
studies at Yale University, the young He wrote that “Arendt’s conception of the

German philosopher Hannah Arendt was sit-  banality of evil comes closer to the truth than
ting in & Jerusalem courtroom watching the  one might dare imagine.” Indeed, a combi-
trial of Adolf Eichmann. Eichmann, a key nation of historical, philosophical, and psy-
bureaucrat of the Holocaust, had arranged  chological evidence supporting Arendt’s idea
for Jev.s 1o be deported to the death camps. made it a dominant view in academia, politics,

Everyone expected a person who had done  and popular culture alike.
such horr.fic things to look like a monster. In recent years, however, historians have
Butw.men ne entered, people saw a slightly  cast doubts on Arendt’s account of Eichmann,
hunched, nalaing, and altogether nonde- just as psychologists have begun question-
script cnaracter. ing Milgram’s notion of the “agentic state.”
Arerat argued that this ordinariness was In a recent biography of Eichmann, historian
nhat mace Elchmann truly frightening. He David Cesarani concludes that his protagonist
demonstrated that even the blandest func- not only knew what he was doing but even
tionary possesses the ability to do unspeak- celebrated the slaughter of Jews. More gen-
able tnirigs. She coined the phrase “the erally, even though “ordinary people” may
banality of €.1,” which, she argued, arises have helped perpetrate the Holocaust, the
when pecple stop thinking about the conse- claim that they were simply onlookers with no
quences of their actions and instead concen-  awareness of their actions is hard to sustain.

trate on the details of the performance itself.
She wrote that “Eichmann . . . never realized
what he vsas doing.”

| =

e

the learner provided no feedback to the participants—and almost every
teacher went all the way to 450 volts. Another variant, in which partici-
pants helped in the study but did not actually depress the lever to deliver
the shock, produced similar results.

When the subjects sat in the same room as the learner and watched
as he was shocked, however, the percentage of obedient teachers went
down to 40 It fell further when the participant had to press the learner’s
hand onto an electric plate to deliver the shock. And it went below 20
Percent when two other “participants”—actually actors—refused to
comply. Moreover, in three conditions nobody-went up to 450 volts: '
when the learner demanded that shocks be delivered, when the authority
was the victim of shocks, or when two authorities argued and gave con-

ﬂicting instructions.
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In short, Milgram’s range of experiments reveale
small details could trigger a comp
words, these studies are
of only asking why pcopl

when they do not.

In his various papers describi
and diverse set of explanations for his findings.
are presented with the experiments worthy purpose to

participants

advance understanding, a goal the particip

d that seemingly
lete reversal of behavior—in other

about both obedience and disobedience. Instead
¢ obey, we need to ask when they obey and als,

ng the Jtudies, Milgram provides arich
f1e describes how the

ants respect. He notes how g

subject is often torn between ihe demands of the experimenter and the

victim, with the one urging him to go on anc

{ the other pleading him

to stop. He also expressed interest in the way other factors, such as the

physical distance between the partics Invo
the participant listens to.
In the public eye, however,

lved, might influence whom

one theory has come to dominate: the

idea that participants in the experiment enter into what Milgram terms

I n a biography of Milgram, psychologist
Thomas Blass of the University of Mary-
land described the furor that ensued after
the New York Times ran an article on Mil-
gram'’s studies in 1963. An editorial in the
St. Louis Post-Dispatch described the studies
as “open-eyed torture.” The famous psycho-
analyst Bruno Bettelheim called Milgram'’s
work “vile” and “in line with the human
experiments of the Nazis.” He was even
attacked in The Dogs of Pavlov, a 1973 play
by Welsh poet Dannie Abse. One character,
Kurt, describes the setup of the obedience
studies as . . . “fraudulent” and a “cheat.”
Milgram responded robustly, claiming
that “no one who took part in the obedi-
ence study suffered damage, and most
subjects found the experience to be instruc-
tive and enriching.” The data he collected

e ———————————————————————

S R IR S

e v R R R T

from a questionnaire completed after each
experiment are nuanced, however. Of the
656 participants in the studies, 84 percent
said they were glad to have taken part, 15
percent were neutral, and a mere 1 percent
were sorry. More than half admitted to
some level of discomfort during the stud-
ies, but only about one third admitted to
having felt troubled by them since—in this
|latter group, only 7 percent agreed that
they had been “bothered by it quite a bit.”
Although Milgram was probably right in
saying that most people were fine, it is
equally probable that a minority suffered to
some degree.

Still, the fact that Milgram collected these
data demonstrates that he was attuned to

the ethical issues and aware of their impor-
tance.
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an “agentic state” in which they cede authority to the
He developed this idea partly from Hann
of Adolt Eichmann, a perpetr

person in charge.
ah Arendt’s famous analysis

ator of the Nazi Holocaust. As
put it, “the ordinary person wh

sense of obligation—

Milgram
0 shocked the victim did so out of a
a conception of his duties as

a subject—and not
from any peculiarly aggressive te

ndencies.” In the face of authority,
humans focus narrowly on doing as they are told and forget about the

consequences of their actions. Their concern is to be a good follower,
not a good person.
Milgram was a brilliant experimentalist, but man
profoundly skeptical of the idea of the agentic state. For one thing, the
hypothesis cannot explain why the levels of conformity varied so greatly
aéross difterent versions of the study. More broadly, this analysis focuses
only on participants’ obligations to the experimenter, although at several
points in the studies they were also attuned to the fate of the learner.
When you examine the grainy footage of the experiments, you can
see that the participants agonize visibly over how to behave. As Mil-
gram recognized early on, the dilemma comes from their recognluo‘n of
their duties to both the experimenter and the learner. They argue with
the experimenter. They reflect the learner’s concerns back to him. They
search for reassurance and justification. N |
In fact, in designing the studies, Milgram anticipated this process.
To make it somewhat more controlled, he devised four verbal prods,
which the experimenter would use if the I‘)(artlc:lpant- expressed .dOUbl:S' A
simple “please continue” was followed by “the experiment requires :( a}t1
You continue” and then “it is absolutely essential that you continue. ”1: e
Mmost extreme prompt was “you have no other ChO'ICC, Youhmusz{) go on(.i
As psychologist Jerry Burger of Sant? Cla.ra University has o served,
of these four instructions only the last is a dlrec.t order. In Obedience,
Milgram gives an example of one reaction to this prod:

y psychologists are

Experimenter: You have no other choice, sir, you m}lst go on.
Subject: If this were Russia maybe, but not in America.
(The experiment is terminated.)

. - ilgram’s study, Burger found that
[ tial replication of Milg _
eve? at.receil}tligarr:;nptpwas used, his subjects refus.ed Fo.go on. This
poin)t’ .lme't' llp important because it tells us that individuals are
e ;s cri fC?oZuse d on being good followers. Instead they are more
rrowly :
- ' hing.
fo?}slec'i on doing .thfl::g}ﬁ)tmisf. Milgram’s findings are often portrayed
st 0e 1Ton};}1;1ir§ Lllin an beings mindlessly carry out even the most
wing tha



simulation »

(sim” y&0 13" shan)

n. duplication or
reproduction of certain
Characteristics or
conditions from an
original source; model
Or representation

extreme orders. What the shock experiments actually show is that we
stop following when we start getting ordered around. In s’hort, WhateVer
it is that people do when they carry out the experimenter’s bidding, they

are not simply obeying orders.

Morality and Leadership

The fact that we could so easily be led to act in such extreme ways makes
it all the more important to explore when and why this happens. But 4t
the same time, it raises acute ethical issues that in fact render the neces-
sary research unacceptable. As much as we wish to help
society understand human atrocity, and thus prevent it,
we also must not distress the participants in our studjes
who afterward will have to confront their own actions.

For a long time, researchers conducted secondary
analyses of Milgram’s data, studied historical events, and
designed experiments with less extreme behaviors, such as
having subjects be negative about job applicants or squash
bugs. No matter how clever the design, none of these
studies investigated how humans can inflict extreme harm
on one another as directly as Milgram’s did, nor did they have the same
impact or social relevance.

Recently this stalemate has begun to shake loose. Mel Slater, a com-
puter scientist at University College London, has developed a virtual-
reality simulation of the obedience paradigm. He has shown that people
behave much the same way in this environment as they do in real con-
texts, and he has suggested that his simulation can serve as a new venue?
for carrying out obedience eXperiments. Moreover, Burger has argued
persuasively that those who obey the experimenter’s instructions at 150
volts are most likely to carry on obeying right up to XXX. By stopping
the trials at this level, then, we can address the same issues that Milgram
did without actually asking people to inflict extreme harm on others—
and having those individuals suffer later from the knowledge that they
are willing to do so.

The key issue remains: how to define the circumstances that enable
people to inflict pain on others. Milgram himself suggested that group
formation and identification might play a role in determining whether
we side more with authority or its victims. Other studies closely related
to Milgram’s have flagged these same processes—notably Philip Zimbar-
do’s prison experiment at Stanford University in 1971 Evidence suggests
that we enact an authority figure’s wishes only when we identify with

b 4

2,

2. venue (ven’you) n. site or situation where something takes place.
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al compass so
to guide them through the ethical
eople are not mindless zombies

much as choose particular authorities
dilemmas of everyday life. Obedient p
Jfter all.

This radical reinterpretation of Milgram’s studies clearly requires
more data to support it, as well as further debate. Sadly, the need for
this debate is no less pressing today than it was in 1961 With the recent
government-led massacres in Libya and Syria and the shadows of Abu
Ghraib and Guantdnamo Bay” hanging over us, we need more than ever

to understand how people can be led to harm others—and how we can
stop them.

3. Abu Ghraib (& bGo" greb) . . . Guantanamo (gwin ti'ne m&) Bay sites of U.S. detention

centers where controversial interrogations involving torture of suspected terrorists were
allegedly conducted. Abu Ghraib is in Irag, and Guantanamo Bay is in Cuba.
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