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AN EVALUATION OF STANLEY MILGRAM'S
EXPERIMENTS ON OBEDIENCE TO AUTHORITY
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Stanley Milgram's studies of obedience te autherity,
which began in 1960 and continued for several years,
preveked censiderable centroversy when the results first began
te be published. The experiments showed that a high prepertien
ef naive subjects were willing, in what they believed was a
learning experiment, to send appasrently severe electrical
shecks inte the bedies ef suppesed learners at the instruction
ef a suppesed research psyeh@l@gisﬁo If this description
sounds far-fetched, it is enly half the story, and the irenies
are the mest interesting part eof it. V

Crities challemged the design and the ethies of the
experiment. They did noet need te be picky. Heow can youn
cenduet an experiment witheut a fermal centrsel group, without
even & pretest? Is it proper to design a realistie but false
experiment in order te conduct a somewhat defeetive but
genuine experiment? The current cede of ethies within the
psychelegy professien would ne lenger permit an experimenter
te induee subjects te ecemmit acts of evident harm te others, So
It is ne wonder that the experiments have net been repliecated
elsewhere, despite their prevecative results., These irenies
are cempounded by the experimenter's dependence on the same
kind ef expectatieons abeout authority he socught te measure in
an experimental situatien. The entire experiment ceuld be
eriticlized as the moral equivalent of entrapment. These
preblems will be censidered in moere detaill later,

Milgram wrote twe papers on the ézperiments which will
be examined here, The first, "The Behavieral Study ef Obedience™

(1963), desecribes s single experiment conducted at Yale
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University. The secend, "Some Conditions ef Obedience and
Disebedienee teo Autherity" (1965), described a series of
experiments in whiech equivalent experimental greups, esch
with fresh subjects, were tested under a variety of econditiens,
The variatien of experimental cenditiens made comparisens
pessible between the greups and substituted fer the use of a
fermal eentrel greup.

Description

The sub jects were adult males, aged 20 te 50 years,
residing in the greater New Haven and Bridgepert areas, and
engaged in a variety of eccupatiens. Each experimental
ecenditien used LJ,O fresh subjeets. Each group was matched,
or blecked, acecording %@ twe eriteria: age and occupatien.
Milgram did net diseuss randemizatien preeedures. Subjeets
were c¢btained by & newspaper advertisement and direct
selicitatien by m&il in what was apperently a twe-step
proeess. This iz enly ene instance of Milgram's lack of
precisien in his deseriptien, hewever; too mueh ig left te
cenjecture, Feor instance, Milgram made enly passimg reference
te his first paper in his secend paper, altheugh the criterias
fer seleeting the groups was the same. Perhaps he regarded
the first experiment as a pilet study., But the first paper
centained a mere detailed acceunt ef the experimental procedure,
theugh differing in miner details. |

In the first study, 20% ef the sub jeetz ranged in age
frem 20=29 years, 0% frem 30-39 years, and 0% from L0=50 years.
This wae held eenstant fer each experimental greup. Occupatiens

were represented as fellews: L0% were skilled er unskilled



werkers, 0% were sales, clerieal; er other white ecollar
werkers, and 20% were prefessienal peeple. There was
slight variatien frem the firat te the seeend study in this
categeory. Milgram did net previde any ratienale fer selecting
these raties eor fer ehanging certain details. One gets the
feeling at times that Milgram was using & scattershot appreasch
because he had ne idea what variables would prove relevant,
Milgram describes his general laberatery precedure as

fellews:

The foeus of the study concerns the amount ef electriec
shoek a subjeect is willing to administer te anether
persen when erdered by an experimenter to give the
'vietim' inereasingly mere severe punishment. The

set of administering sheck is set in the coentext of a
learning experiment, estensibly designed to study the
effeet of punishment en memery. Aside from the experi-
menter, ene nalive subject and ene accomplice perform in
each sessien. On arrival eaech subjeet is paid $L.50.
After a general talk by the experimenter, telling hew
little seientists lmew asbeut the effeet of punishment en
memory, subjects are infermed that ene member of the
pair %;. €., subjeet and accomplice| will serve as
teacher and one as learner. A rigged drawing is held

se that the naive subject is always the teacher, and the
accomplice becemes the learner. The learner is taken te
an adjacent reem and strapped inte the 'eleectrie chair,’ 1

Several ebservatiens may be made abeut ths procedure se
far. The experimenter was net Milgram himself. The number
ef sessiens numbered in the hundreds, perhaps the theusands,
judging frem the identifiecatien numbers, The experiment
was based en such a cemplex series ef deeceptiens that it is
amazing that the experiment remained credible and that the
same preecedures ceuld be repested time and again, Milgram
claimg that the-debriefings revealed that the subjeets did
net suspect the deception, but relliance en a self-repert

in a cenfliet situatien iz inherently risky. The cemplexities
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and bullt-in irenies ef the experiment raised mere intriguing
pessibilities than Milgram ceuld hepe te¢ centrel fer.
The nailve subject is teld that it is his task te teach the
learner a list ef paired asseciastes, te¢ test him on the
list, and te zdminister punishment whenever the learner
errs in the test. Punishment takes the ferm ef electric
sheck, delivered te the learner by means ef a sheck
generater contrelled by the naive subjeet,Z
Milgram bullt the sheck generater and had an engraver do
the labeling. Evidently it werked well eneugh because the
experimenter gave the subject a sample sheck prier te com-
mencing the precedure. Milgram paid clese attentien te details
that weuld edd te the realism ef the situatien: a fact which
rmekes his omissiens puzzling.
The teacher is instructed te incresse the intensity of
electrie sheoeck ene step en the generater en each errer,
The learner, according to plan, prevides many wreng
answers, se that befere leng the naive subject must give
him the strengest sheck eon the generater, Increases in
sheck level are met by increasingly insistent demands
frem the learner that the experiment be stopped because
ef the groewing discemfert te him. Hewever, in clear
terms the experimenter erders the teacher te ecentinue with
the precedure in disregard ef the learner's pretests,
Thug, the naive subjeet must reselve a cenfliet between .
twe mutually incompatible demands frem the seclal fielde3
Milgram indicated that the respenses ef the "vietim"
(the paper centains a great deal ef suech gallows humer) were
standardized en tape. Seme ef the later experimental
cenditiens, hewever, brought teacher and learner inte
increasingly clese preximity, and velece cuses were provided,
The sheck generator had 30 elearly marked voltage levels
ranging frem 15 te U450 valts, each ef whieh was activated by
an individual switeh. The generaier alse bere verbal designatiens
ranging from "Slight Sheck™ te "Danger: Severe Sheck." The

last three switches did net bear sny verbsl designatien.



This Brief descriptien will be elabersted en in the
sectiens that fellew. The experiments censisted of a series
of variations en this ene theme.

Theery

Milgram enly briefly censidered theoretical issues in his
twe papers. Seme of the flaws in the experimental design ne.y
be attributed te the theeretical near-vacuum in which he was
eperating. Net much was knewn abeut the nature ef ebedience,
Instead of previding a definitien, Milgram merely shserved in
the first study that

Obedience is the psychelegical mechanism that links

individual sctien te pelitical purpese. It is the

dispoesitional cement that binds men te systems of
autherity. Facts of recent histery and ebservation

in daily life suggest that fer many persens ebedience

ray be a deeply ingrained behavier tendency, indeed,

a prepétent}impulse ever?;d°ﬁg training in ethies,

sympathy, and meral cenducte.

These Yfaets ef recent histery"” referred explicitly te
the Holecaust, Milgram had a2 majer philesophical problem
in mind and this may explain the impressien that he attempted
te drain the experiment ef every pessible signifieant detail.
Nobody was mere surprised by the results ef these experiments
than Milgram was with his first pilet studies, Initially,
he predicted that sub jects weuld generally balk at a certaln
peint in the experiment. AT thet time, he felt cempelled te
intreduce many of the festures that became part of the experi-
mental precedure because there was little resistance demenstrated
by the subjects. They simply follewed erders., Even mild pretests by
victims Pproved inadequate. Finally, Milgram settled en a
series ef inecreasingly vehement pretests up te the 300 veolt

level, After that level, all respense frem the learner-
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accempliee ceased, Milgram expressed dismay that mest eof
the subjects centinued the "treatment™ (26 eut ef L0
sub jects in the first study).

The absence of goeed theoretical definitiens weakened
the cennectiern Milgram ceuld make between the experiment and
real-1ife cenditiens. The results are net generalizable in
any precise sense. The whole censtruct validity preblem is left
unaddressed, Even werse, the first study did net state any
explicit hypetheses.

At mest, a partial theeretical feundstien had been laid
in earlier studies by Max Weber, Hannah Arendt, Theedor
kderne, Milten Reokesch, and ethers., Milgram's references te
such studies, hewever, were minimsl. Apparently they did net
suggest hypetheses which he ceuld test., Milgram's precedure
resembled Selemen Asch's experiments in greup pressure but
Milgram did net acknewledge any debt.

He defined the preblem he wished te examine mere precisely
in the secend paper.

In its mest general ferm the preblem may be defined thus:

if X tells Y te hurt Z, under what cenditiens will ¥

earry @ut ghe cemmand ef X and under what cenditiens will

he refuse.

Milgram thus distinguished between “eobedient™ and "defiant"”
sub jects. These terms were eperatienalized accerding te whether
er net the subject carried eut instructiems. Milgram disclaimed
the pessibility ef generalizing these terms outside the experi-
mental setting. Milgram did net state any hypetheses regarding
expected behavier for each variatien in the experimentsal
cenditiens. He did describe @b@@i@néeﬁas a three-persen

relatienship between an sutherity, executant, and vietim,
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which he illustrated with the stery ef Abrsham and Isasce.

By deoing se, he placed autherity and ebedience inte a centext
ef confliets A eritic might be justified in calling this s
philesephical exercise rather than & true experiment. It is
easy te ecenclude that Milgram was testing unfermulated
sgsumptiens sbeut human nature rather than & fermal set of
hypetheses. If he had any eriginal expectatiens, he kept
them te himself,

ks with several sther facets of the experiment, however,
Milgram did insert a clever substitute fer the missing element.
Leeking hypetheses, he substituted predictions by infermed
ebservers., In the first study, Milgram selected feurteen
seniers in psychelegy frem Yale te predict how many subjects
would centinue te fellew erders even in the face of pretests
by the learner-accemplices., Their predictions were similar
te these ebtained frem full prefessers ef psychelegy in seme
ef the later experiments: the respendents greatly underestimeted
the willingness ef subjects te fellew erders. This appears
te add yet anether dimensien te the experiment that is net
explicitly ecennected te the purpese, ratienale, er design ef
the prejecte

Milgram's scattershet appreach at least had the useful
sff@ct of making disceverdiss that challenged prevailing
assumptiens abeut behavier. The papers are written in a crisp,
sutheritative manner that makes z pesitive first impressien.
Tt is easy te everleok the flaws because ef the weight ef
anglysis, which is quite imaginative, Milgram's ability

te draw cenvincing cenclusiens frem his dats testifies beth



te his persuasiveness and te his careful eliminastien ef
alternative interpretatiens ef the data.

Design

Several problems are apparent, but mest are compensated
for in seme way. The biggest preblem is the cemplexity eof
the design. It was an ambitieus preject te begin with
and it is matched by a design that is as cenveluted and
filled with subplets as & mystery nevel, and is just as
deceptive in appearance, Seme of Milgram's imprevisatiens
substituted fer seme of the usual centrels,

Milgram made ne use of a pretest. Yet it is hard te see
hew a pretest could be devised that weuld be salient and
materially related te the rest ef the experiment without giving
it awaye. Milgram might have varied the receptien given the
sub jects befeore the experiment er the means by which they were
compensated, but the effects of these variatiens ceuld be
expected te be minimal while further cemplicating the design,

The papers did net identify any centrel greups, but agsin
it is difficult te tell hew useful a purpesely identified con-
trel group might have been, or even what might have been
controlled. There was a builtein centrol mechanism in that
each experimental coenditienwas a variatien en the original
model, which was described in the first paper. Milgram
varied enly one specific element in each conditlien. It is
pessible te cempare the experimental groups with each ether
because the precedures were standardized and the selectien prec-
ess was replicated frem one greup te anether. This assured

a degree of internmal validity. Matching, er blecking,



guaranteed replicability.

Te seme extent, Milgram alse centrelled fer other threats
te internal validity. He tested the setting effect and the
interviewsr effect by deliberately inbtreducing these facters
inte separate experimental conditiens. Regarding the first,
Milgram stated that

One must always questien the relationship of eobedience te

a persen's sense ef the centext in which he isg eperating.

[Ttalics in the eriginall.

Te explore the preblem we moved our apparabtus te an office

building in industrial Bridgeport and replicated experi-

mental g@ndgti@ns, witheut any visible tie te the
university.

Milgram found that the level of obedience at Bridgeport was
net significantly lewer than that obtalined at Yale. Milgram
might have made other wvariatiens in the locatien, atmoesphers,
dress and manner of the experimenter, but at least he addressed
the setting preblem. He does net mentien financial censideratiens,
which had se restricted his eriginal research, in this study.
The ireony is that he was so dependent en the symbols of
authority=-the university, the prefessien of psycheolegy, his
position as a prefesser, support from the Natienal Science
Foundatien and the Higging Fund--in erder te study the effect
of autherily on obedience,

Milgram tested the interviewsr effect, in a sense, when
he varied the proximity of the experimenter teo the subject. He
found that the physical presence of an autherity figure was an
impertant ferce centributing te the subject!s obedience eor
defiance., Likewise with the presence of the victim.

ks the vietim is brought closer, the subject finds it

harder te administer shocks te him. When the victim's

positien is held constant relative te the subject, and
the sutherity is made more remote, the subject finds it
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easler to break off the experiment.,. This effect is
substantial in beth cases, but manipulstien ef the
experimenterts pesition yielded the mere powerful
results.

From this, Milgram cencluded that “ebedience te
destructive cemmands is highly dependent eon the preximal
relatiens between autherity and subject«“s

ks far as eonfounding varlables are cencerned, then,
the design ef the experiment was uneven. Maturation was
net a questien, since it was a ene-shet erdeal fer the
sub jects., The papers 4id net indicete whether there were
any significant differences between age groups er occupatieon
greups. This was an unfertunsate emissien., The absence eof a
fermal centrel group was a drawback. Randem assignment was
net used. Proespective subjects were matched accerding te
specifiec atbtributes. The fact that this was an experiment
was ¢lear to the partieipanﬁs, even though the nature of the
experiment was net divulged, se that the setting effect
could net be eliminated, Bubt variatiens in the setting
made little difference. Pllet studies cempensated for the
lack ef a pretest te seme extent., Blinding was net used,
ag far as the experimenter and his accoempliece were cencerned,
but neither individual used in the experiments was a prefessienal
pesychelegist, or professienal acter., Their actiens were carefully
standardized during the pilet studies and varied selectively.
Blinding, instead, operated at sther levels: Milgram evidently
was net physically present and the purpese of the experiment
was net divulged. Indeed, Milgram deliberately created a setting
effeet, turning it inte an slement of the experiment in the

gusge of a learning experiment.
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Mea surement

By standardizing the elements ef the precedure, Milgram
made the experimental greups, feor all purpeses, interchange-
able. The sheck generator was scaled in sueh a way that the
sub ject ceuld refuse te depress the next higher switeh at any
point in the experiment. A seguence ef feur standardized
"preds” could be used by the experimenter te bring a balky
subject in line befere terminating the experiment. They ranged
frem a simple request te an subright demsnd that the sub ject
centinue,

One variable was the peint at which pretests frem the
victim began., In the first study, the victim was enclesed in
a8 separate reem and peunded en the wall at sheck levels 300
and 315, but was afterwsrd silent. Level 300 was in the
"Intense Sheck™ range while level 315 was the first of feur
switches in the "Extreme Intensity Sheck™ range. Five subjects
stepped immediately after the peunding began at level 300, Peur
mere stepped after level 315. Twe stepped at 330, fellewing
the start ef the !'silence! interval; three ethers eventually
stepped, one each at the next three levels, Twenty-six subjects
eentinued te the end,

The interval ef pretests frem the victim was changed fer
the secend study., Feur separate experimental cenditiens tested
the effect ef the preximity ef the vietim. The Tirst eenditien
(Remete Feedback) fit the descriptien eof the study abeve,

The secend cenditien (Velce Feedback) was identical te the first
except fer the substitutien ef vecal pretests fer peunding. The

Preximity cenditien had the vietim placed in the same reom as the



12
subject, at a distance ef 14 feet., The feurth cenditien
(Toeueh=Preximity) required the subject te te ferce the
vietim's hand en & sheckplate when he began pretesting at the
150=velt level. The veltage-level apparently was net varied
systematically in this series. Ne change in the veltage-level
was mentiened until the feurth cenditien. Milgram was evidently
interested mere in getting subjects te rebel than in carefully
planning his strategy. The results were striking:

Expressed in terms ef the prepertien ef ebedient te

defiant sub jects, the findings are that 3l perecent ef the

sub jects defied the experimenter in the Remete cendlitien,

37.5 percent in Veice Feedback, 60 percent in Preximity,

and 70 percent in Teuch-Preximity. [ N=40]

The lew "n" inereases the size ef any errer, but significant
differences may be neted hetween the first twe cenditiens and
the last twe.

The eperatienal definitiens fer the experimental cenditiens
appear apprepriate., Milgram pletted the "Mean Maximum Sheek™
and feund that increasing preximity was cerrelated with
decreasing intensity: the mean declined frem LO5 velts (switch
27) fer the Remete cenditien te 270 velts (switech 18) fer the
Teuch=Preximity cenditien. Validity and reliability preblems
center en the absence eof censistency in the interval ef pretests
as well as en the lack ef any apprepriate means ef grading the
preximity ehanges. But the results bear eut a cemmen sense
judgment that the greatest change sheuld take place between the
Jeiee Feedbhack and the Preximity cenditiens.

The eperatienal definitiens ef ebedience and defiance are

simple and straightferward. Milgram did net attempt Te acceunt

fer bBalkiness in his remarks. Defiance was the cemplete refusal
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te sdminister any mere shecks.

Milgram's eperatienal definitiens ef ebedience and defiance,
the experimental cenditiens, and the scale ef the sheck generater
were qulte imaginative, He recerded the cemment of ene sub ject,
whe was in electrenies, en the impressive appearance ef the
instrument. The enly change that might have been helpful
weuld be te vary the preximity ef the learner-accemplice and
the experimenter mere systematically. But Milgram was mere
interested in the effeet ef qualitative changes than simple
quantitative changes. This lack ef cemparability was net a
preblem that ceuld be altegether avelded given his purpeses,

Analysis

Milgram's papers did net refer te tests ef statistical
gsignifieance. This was anether serieus emissien. Sinece the
experiments were ene-shet arrangements, Milgram did net have
te acceunt fer attritien, WMilgram 2lse did net make & series
fellew-up studies eri the subjects. Instead, he used a pest-
treatment debriefing that was designed te recencile the
sub jeet with the learner-accemplice and the experimenter,
Milgram did net cemment en the difficulties that may have
eccurred at this peint. Milgram ebtained self-reperts en
"tensien and merveusnsss” frem 137 subjects in the Preximity
experiments but did net nete the number ef sub jeets whe
deelined ecemment. Anether graph pletted predicted and ebtained
behavier in veice feedback,

Milgram was cencerned with pessible aftereffects ef the
treatment and teek steps designed te reassure the subjeet. But

the ethical preblems are still evident. Speaking ef the



debriefing, Milgram said that

It censisted ef an extended discussien with the
experimenter and, of equal impertance, a friendly
recenciliatien with the vietim. It was made clear that
the victim did net receive painful electrie shecks,
After the cempletien ef the experimental series, sub jects
were sent a detailed repert ef the results and full
purpeses ef the experimental pregram. A& fermal
assessment ef this precedure peints te its everall
effectiveness, Of the subjects, 83.7 percent indicated
that they were glad te have taken part in the study:
15.1 percent reperted neutal feelings: and 1.3 pereent
stated that they were serry te have participated.c..
Feur-fifthe ef the subjects felt that mere experiments
ef this sert sheuld be ecarried eut, and Th percent
indicated that they had learned semething ef persenal
impertance as a result ef being in the study. Further-

mere, a university psychiatrist, experienced in eutpatient

treatment, interviewed a sample ef experimental sub jects

with the aim ef uncevering pessikle iInjurieus effects

resultinggfr@m participatien. Ne such effects were in
evidence,

Despite these reassurances, the ethical dilemmss invelved
represent the mest serieus preblem with the experiment. Many
ef the safeguards he discussed have all the sppearance ef
being aftertheughts. Milgram's acceunt ef the experiments
cenveys & sense of centinual imprevisatien with ne clear
geal in mind. The results 6f the experiments are fascinating,
the use ef ethiecal dilemmas in experimentel precedures has
centinued, netebly in the studles ef Lawrence Kehlberg en the
meral and cegnitive develepment e¢f children. Philesephically,
these experiments may be placed in the centext o¢f the call by
Jeseph Fletcher and sthers fer a "situatien ethics" as an
alternative te¢ "legalism™ en the ene hand end hntinemisnisnm®
en the ether. The use ef meral dilemmas in such & manner
represents sn extreme, perhaps impractical; case. The results
were chilling, but the questien srises: hew can they be
generslized? Milgram never dealt with the external validity

preblem at the mest fundamentzl level. The dliscussien sectien

anéd
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ef’ the first paper is meticuleus, if speculative., But Milgram
did net make the transitien frem the unigue situatien te
erdinary life., This is &13@ a defect ef the philesephical
pregram, situatien ethies, he appears te share. The unséttling
effeet of the papers is full ef literary suspense. But as a
piece ef secial science research, Milgram's paper lacks seme
of the expected riger in cempesitien. It is thus pessible te
evaluate it frem ether than & strictly scientific (er philesephical)

peint ef view.
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