The Milgram Experiment

The social psychology of this century reveals a major lesson:  often it is not so much the kind of person a man is as the kind of situation in which he finds himself that determines how he will act.  – Stanley Milgram, 1974 

	If a person in a position of authority ordered you to deliver a 
400-volt electrical shock to another person, would you follow orders?



Background

In the aftermath of the Holocaust and the events leading up to World War II, the world was stunned with the happenings in Nazi German and their acquired surrounding territories that came out during the Eichmann Trials. Eichmann, a high-ranking official of the Nazi Party, was on trial for war crimes and crimes against humanity. Eichmann’s defense was that he was simply following instructions when he ordered the deaths of millions of Jews.  This roused Stanley Milgram’s interest: “Could it be that Eichmann, and his million accomplices in the Holocaust were just following orders?” 

Milgram attempted to answer this question by performing a series of studies. The experiments on which his initial research was based were done at Yale from 1961-1962.

Method

In response to a newspaper ad offering $4.50 for one hour’s work, an individual turns up to take part in a psychology experiment investigating memory and learning. He is introduced to a stern looking experimenter in a white coat and a rather pleasant and friendly co-subject. 
The experimenter explains that the experiment will look into the role of punishment in learning, and that one will be the “teacher” and one will be the “learner.” Lots are drawn to determine roles, and it is decided that the individual who answered the ad will become the “teacher.” (The drawing of lots was rigged, so that the actor would always end up as the “learner.”)

The “learner” is taken to a room where he is strapped in a chair to prevent movement and an electrode is placed on his arm. Next, the “teacher” is taken to an adjoining room which contains a generator. The “teacher” is instructed to read a list of two word pairs and ask the “learner” to read them back. If the “learner” gets the answer correct, then they move on to the next word. If the answer is incorrect, the “teacher” is supposed to shock the “learner” starting at 15 volts.

The generator has 30 switches in 15-volt increments, each is labelled with a voltage ranging from 15 up to 450 volts. Each switch also has a rating, ranging from “slight shock” to “danger: severe shock”. The final two switches are labelled “XXX”. The “teacher” automatically is supposed to increase the shock each time the “learner” misses a word in the list. Although the “teacher” thought that he/she was administering shocks to the “learner”, the “learner” is actually a student or an actor who is never actually harmed. 
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The Experiment

As the experiment progressed, the participant would hear the learner plead to be released or even complain about a heart condition.  Once the 300-volt level had been reached, the learner banged on the wall and demanded to be released.,  beyond this point, the learner became completely silent and refused to answer any more questions.  The experimenter then instructed the participant to treat this silence as an incorrect response and deliver a further shock. 

At times, the worried “teachers” questioned the experimenter, asking who was responsible for any harmful effects resulting from shocking the learner at such a high level. When the experimenter communicated that they assumed full responsibility for the experiment, teachers seemed to accept the response and continue shocking, even though some were obviously extremely uncomfortable in doing so. 

The experimenter also issued a series of commands to prod the participant along when they asked the experimenter whether they should continue:

· “Please continue.”

· “The experiment requires that you continue.”

· “It is absolutely essential that you continue.”

· “You have no other choice, you must go on.”

Results
How far were the subjects willing to go?  When Milgram posed this question to a group of Yale University students, it was predicted that no more than 3 out of 100 participants would deliver the maximum shock.  

In reality, 65% of all of the “teachers” punished the “learners” to the maximum 450 volts. No subject stopped before reaching 300 volts!

Discussion Questions

When we read about Milgram's subject, we assume that they were weak, gullible people who were easily influenced or sadistic monsters. Yet, these individuals' actions were largely a consequence of the powerful situations in which they found themselves. 

1. Why do you think so many people obeyed the experimenter? 
2. If you had been a subject in the study, would you have obeyed the experimenter?

