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Stanley Milgram Obedience to Authority: Understanding Human Behavior Under
Pressure

stanley milgram obedience to authority is a phrase that immediately brings to
mind one of the most famous and controversial psychological experiments ever
conducted. In the early 1960s, psychologist Stanley Milgram set out to
explore how ordinary people could commit harmful acts simply by following
orders from an authority figure. His groundbreaking study revealed unsettling
truths about obedience, authority, and human nature that continue to
influence psychology, ethics, and even modern social dynamics.

The Origins of Stanley Milgram’s Obedience
Study

The backdrop to Milgram’s obedience experiment was the post-World War II era,
a time when the world grappled with understanding how seemingly normal
individuals participated in atrocities during the Holocaust. Milgram was
particularly interested in the question: Could ordinary people be compelled
to perform acts that conflicted with their personal morals simply because an
authority figure told them to?

Prior to Milgram’s work, many believed that such obedience to authority was a
rare phenomenon limited to extreme situations or inherently evil individuals.
Milgram’s research challenged this notion by demonstrating that under certain
conditions, many people are willing to obey orders even when those orders
result in harm to others.

How the Milgram Experiment Worked

The setup of the Milgram experiment was deceptively simple but highly
effective at eliciting genuine responses from participants. Volunteers were
recruited under the premise of taking part in a study on learning and memory.
They were assigned the role of “teacher,” while another person, actually an
actor or confederate, was the “learner.”

The Procedure

The “teacher” was instructed to deliver electric shocks to the learner every
time an incorrect answer was given. The shocks ranged in intensity from mild
to dangerously high voltages, although no real shocks were administered. The
learner, situated in a separate room, would pretend to be in pain and plead
for the shocks to stop as the voltage supposedly increased.

Despite hearing the learner’s simulated distress, many participants continued
to administer shocks when prompted by the experimenter, an authority figure
dressed in a lab coat. The experimenter’s insistence, often delivered in a
calm and authoritative tone, encouraged participants to keep going, even when
they expressed discomfort or hesitation.



Results That Shocked the World

Perhaps the most startling finding was that a significant majority—around
65%—0of participants were willing to administer the highest voltage shocks,
despite the apparent suffering of the learner. This result suggested that
obedience to authority could override personal conscience in powerful ways.

Milgram’s findings sparked intense debate, raising ethical questions about
the experiment itself and forcing society to reconsider the dynamics of
authority and responsibility. It also highlighted the potential dangers
inherent in hierarchical systems where questioning authority is discouraged.

Why Did People Obey? Insights Into Human
Psychology

Understanding why participants obeyed, even against their better judgment,
requires exploring several psychological mechanisms at play.

Authority and Legitimacy

One key factor was the perceived legitimacy of the authority figure. The
experimenter’s professional appearance and the prestigious setting of Yale
University lent credibility, making participants more likely to comply. This
illustrates how people often defer to those they see as experts or holding
power.

Agentic State Theory

Milgram proposed the concept of the “agentic state,” where individuals see
themselves as agents executing another person’s wishes rather than acting on
their own behalf. In this state, responsibility for actions is shifted onto
the authority, which reduces feelings of personal guilt or moral conflict.

Gradual Escalation and Commitment

The shocks increased incrementally, which made it easier for participants to
justify each step. This "foot-in-the-door" technique created a slippery slope
effect, where stopping once committed became psychologically difficult.

Ethical Controversies and Lasting Impact

While the Milgram obedience study was groundbreaking, it also raised serious
ethical concerns that continue to influence research standards today.



Criticism of Participant Distress

Many participants experienced significant emotional stress, believing they
were harming another person. Critics argued that the deception and
psychological strain violated principles of informed consent and participant
welfare.

Revisions in Research Ethics

As a result, modern psychological research emphasizes transparency,
debriefing, and minimizing harm. Institutional Review Boards (IRBs) now
carefully evaluate studies involving deception or emotional risk, ensuring
participants’ rights and well-being are prioritized.

Influence on Social Psychology and Beyond

Milgram’s findings have been foundational in understanding conformity,
authority, and obedience across various fields—including sociology,
criminology, and even organizational behavior. They help explain phenomena
such as the bystander effect, groupthink, and compliance in hierarchical
structures like the military or corporate environments.

Applications of Milgram’s Obedience Findings
Today

The lessons from Stanley Milgram obedience to authority extend far beyond the
laboratory. Recognizing how authority can influence behavior has practical
implications in multiple areas.

Workplace Dynamics and Leadership

Understanding obedience helps leaders foster ethical work environments where
employees feel empowered to question unfair directives. It also alerts
organizations to the risks of blind compliance, which can lead to unethical
decisions or abuses of power.

Education and Critical Thinking

Teaching critical thinking skills and encouraging questioning of authority
figures can reduce harmful obedience. Educational programs that emphasize
moral reasoning and personal responsibility draw directly from Milgram’s
insights.



Legal and Social Accountability

Milgram’s research informs debates about individual responsibility in the
context of following orders. The idea that “Jjust following orders” is not a
sufficient defense has become a cornerstone in legal and moral discussions,
particularly in war crimes tribunals.

Reflecting on Milgram’s Legacy

Over six decades later, the Stanley Milgram obedience to authority experiment
remains a powerful reminder of the complexities of human behavior. It
challenges us to reflect on how we respond to authority in our own
lives—whether in small everyday decisions or in situations with profound
ethical implications.

In a world where authority figures abound, from governments to workplaces to
social institutions, Milgram’s work encourages vigilance against uncritical
obedience. It reminds us that the capacity to question and resist harmful
directives is an essential part of ethical living.

Ultimately, Milgram’s study opens a window into the tension between
individual conscience and social pressure, a dynamic that continues to shape
societies and human interactions worldwide.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the main objective of Stanley Milgram's
obedience to authority experiment?

The main objective was to investigate how far individuals would obey
authority figures, even when asked to perform actions conflicting with their
personal conscience.

How did Milgram's experiment on obedience to
authority work?

Participants were instructed to administer electric shocks to a learner
whenever an incorrect answer was given, with shocks increasing in intensity,
to see i1if they would obey the authority figure's commands despite apparent
harm to the learner.

What were the key findings of Milgram's obedience
experiment?

Milgram found that a significant majority of participants were willing to
administer potentially lethal shocks to another person when instructed by an
authority figure, demonstrating the powerful influence of authority on
obedience.



Why is Milgram’s obedience study considered
controversial®?

It raised ethical concerns because participants were deceived and subjected
to significant stress and emotional conflict during the experiment.

How has Milgram's obedience research impacted
psychology?

It has profoundly influenced understanding of authority, conformity, and
ethical standards in psychological research, highlighting the importance of
informed consent and participant welfare.

What variations did Milgram test in his obedience
experiments?

Milgram tested variations such as proximity of the authority figure,
proximity of the learner, and whether the orders were given in person or over
the phone, all affecting obedience levels.

What does Milgram’s obedience study tell us about
human behavior?

It suggests that ordinary people can commit harmful acts when instructed by
authority figures, emphasizing the power of situational factors over
individual morals.

Are Milgram’s findings still relevant today?

Yes, Milgram’s findings continue to be relevant in understanding obedience in
contexts like military, workplace, and social dynamics, and in preventing
abuses of authority.

Additional Resources

Stanley Milgram Obedience to Authority: Unveiling the Complexities of Human
Compliance

stanley milgram obedience to authority remains one of the most influential
and controversial psychological studies in modern history. Conducted in the
early 1960s, the experiment sought to unravel the extent to which ordinary
individuals would comply with orders from an authority figure, even when
those orders conflicted with their personal conscience. This groundbreaking
research not only transformed the understanding of human behavior under
authority pressures but also sparked enduring debates on ethics, social
influence, and moral responsibility.

Understanding the Origins of Stanley Milgram's
Study



The backdrop to Stanley Milgram’s obedience to authority experiment was
shaped by the aftermath of World War II and the Nuremberg Trials.
Psychologists and historians struggled to comprehend how seemingly ordinary
people could participate in horrific acts under the Nazi regime. Milgram, a
social psychologist at Yale University, designed his experiment to
investigate the psychological mechanisms underpinning obedience, seeking to
answer whether people would obey harmful orders simply because they came from
a legitimate authority.

The Experimental Setup

Milgram’s design involved participants assigned the role of “teacher,”
instructed to administer electric shocks to a “learner” whenever an incorrect
answer was given in a memory test. Unbeknownst to the participant, the
“learner” was an actor, and no real shocks were delivered. The voltage
increased incrementally, ranging from 15 volts to a purported maximum of 450
volts, with labels

Stanley Milgram Obedience To Authority

stanley milgram obedience to authority: Obedience to Authority Stanley Milgram,
2017-07-11 A part of Harper Perennial’s special “Resistance Library” highlighting classic works that
illuminate our times: A special edition reissue of Stanley Milgram’s landmark examination of
humanity’s susceptibility to authoritarianism. “The classic account of the human tendency to follow
orders, no matter who they hurt or what their consequences.” — Washington Post Book World In the
1960s, Yale University psychologist Stanley Milgram famously carried out a series of experiments
that forever changed our perceptions of morality and free will. The subjects—or “teachers”—were
instructed to administer electroshocks to a human “learner,” with the shocks becoming
progressively more powerful and painful. Controversial but now strongly vindicated by the scientific
community, these experiments attempted to determine to what extent people will obey orders from
authority figures regardless of consequences. “Milgram’s experiments on obedience have made us
more aware of the dangers of uncritically accepting authority,” wrote Peter Singer in the New York
Times Book Review. With an introduction from Dr. Philip Zimbardo, who conducted the famous
Stanford Prison Experiment, Obedience to Authority is Milgram’s fascinating and troubling chronicle
of his classic study and a vivid and persuasive explanation of his conclusions.

stanley milgram obedience to authority: An Analysis of Stanley Milgram's Obedience to
Authority Mark Gridley, William J. Jenkins, 2017-07-12 Stanley Milgram is one of the most influential
and widely-cited social psychologists of the twentieth century. Recognized as perhaps the most
creative figure in his field, he is famous for crafting social-psychological experiments with an almost
artistic sense of creative imagination - casting new light on social phenomena in the process. His
1974 study Obedience to Authority exemplifies creative thinking at its most potent, and
controversial. Interested in the degree to which an “authority figure” could encourage people to
commit acts against their sense of right and wrong, Milgram tricked volunteers for a “learning
experiment” into believing that they were inflicting painful electric shocks on a person in another
room. Able to hear convincing sounds of pain and pleas to stop, the volunteers were told by an
authority figure - the “scientist” - that they should continue regardless. Contrary to his own
predictions, Milgram discovered that, depending on the exact set up, as many as 65% of people
would continue right up to the point of “killing” the victim. The experiment showed, he believed, that
ordinary people can, and will, do terrible things under the right circumstances, simply through



https://www.americancontractorsorganization.org/archive-th-177/stanley-milgram-obedience-to-authority.pdf

obedience. As infamous and controversial as it was creatively inspired, the “Milgram experiment”
shows just how radically creative thinking can shake our most fundamental assumptions.

stanley milgram obedience to authority: Summary of Stanley Milgram's Obedience to
Authority Everest Media,, 2022-06-11T22:59:00Z Please note: This is a companion version & not the
original book. Sample Book Insights: #1 The experiment was to see how far a person would go in a
concrete and measurable situation in which he was ordered to inflict increasing pain on a protesting
victim. At what point would the subject refuse to obey the experimenter. #2 The Milgram
experiment was designed to see how people would respond to a clear moral imperative. It found that
a substantial proportion of subjects would continue to the last shock on the generator even when the
person they were shocking begged them not to. #3 The most fundamental lesson of the experiment
is that ordinary people, who are simply doing their jobs, can become agents in a terrible destructive
process. Many people were unable to realize their values in action, and continued participating in
the experiment even though they disagreed with what they were doing. #4 The most common
adjustment of thought in the obedient subject is to see himself as not responsible for his actions. He
divests himself of responsibility by attributing all initiative to the experimenter, a legitimate
authority.

stanley milgram obedience to authority: Obedience to Authority Thomas Blass, 1999-11-01
Stanley Milgram's experiments on obedience to authority are among the most important
psychological studies of this century. Perhaps because of the enduring significance of the
findings--the surprising ease with which ordinary persons can be commanded to act destructively
against an innocent individual by a legitimate authority--it continues to claim the attention of
psychologists and other social scientists, as well as the general public. The study continues to inspire
valuable research and analysis. The goal of this book is to present current work inspired by the
obedience paradigm. This book demonstrates the vibrancy of the obedience paradigm by presenting
some of its most important and stimulating contemporary uses and applications. Paralleling
Milgram's own eclecticism in the content and style of his research and writing, the contributions
comprise a potpourri of styles of research and presentation--ranging from personal narratives,
through conceptual analyses, to randomized experiments.

stanley milgram obedience to authority: Summary of Obedience to Authority by Stanley
Milgram QuickRead, Alyssa Burnette, Learn about the controversial Milgram Experiment. Stanley
Milgram was an American social psychologist whose experiments on human subjects interrogated
our understanding of human nature. His seminal text Obedience to Authority (1974) explores and
analyzes his experiments along with his findings. The infamous Milgram Experiment examines the
fundamental constructs of human nature, such as the motivations that drive us, our relationship with
conscience, loyalty, and pain, and our willingness to inflict torture on others. Do you want more free
book summaries like this? Download our app for free at https://www.QuickRead.com/App and get
access to hundreds of free book and audiobook summaries. DISCLAIMER: This book summary is
meant as a preview and not a replacement for the original work. If you like this summary please
consider purchasing the original book to get the full experience as the original author intended it to
be. If you are the original author of any book on QuickRead and want us to remove it, please contact
us at hello@quickread.com.

stanley milgram obedience to authority: Stanley Milgram Peter Lunt, 2009-09-04 In a series
of ingenious studies, social psychologist Stanley Milgram, examined the impact of modern society on
the psychology of individuals. His most famous experiment saw participants commanded to
administer painful electric shocks to supposed fellow volunteers and their compliance raised serious
questions about the limits of moral autonomy and the ability of individuals to resist authority. Lunt
explores the historical and cultural setting of Milgram's social psychology, his intellectual roots and
the continuing relevance of his research today. This authoritative introduction is essential reading
for all those interested in the psychology of power and obedience.

stanley milgram obedience to authority: Obedience to Authority Mark Gridley, William ].
Jenkins, 2017-07-15 Stanley Milgram is one of the most influential and widely-cited social



psychologists of the twentieth century. Recognized as perhaps the most creative figure in his field,
he is famous for crafting social-psychological experiments with an almost artistic sense of creative
imagination - casting new light on social phenomena in the process. His 1974 study Obedience to
Authority exemplifies creative thinking at its most potent, and controversial. Interested in the degree
to which an authority figure could encourage people to commit acts against their sense of right and
wrong, Milgram tricked volunteers for a learning experiment into believing that they were inflicting
painful electric shocks on a person in another room. Able to hear convincing sounds of pain and
pleas to stop, the volunteers were told by an authority figure - the scientist - that they should
continue regardless. Contrary to his own predictions, Milgram discovered that, depending on the
exact set up, as many as 65% of people would continue right up to the point of killing the victim. The
experiment showed, he believed, that ordinary people can, and will, do terrible things under the
right circumstances, simply through obedience. As infamous and controversial as it was creatively
inspired, the Milgram experiment shows just how radically creative thinking can shake our most
fundamental assumptions.

stanley milgram obedience to authority: Obedience to Authority Stanley Milgram, 1997 The
psychologist reports on the proceedings and results of his experiments on obedience to authority.

stanley milgram obedience to authority: The Social Psychology of Obedience Towards
Authority Dariusz Dolinski, Tomasz Grzyb, 2020-05-19 This rich volume explores the complex
problem of obedience and conformity, re-examining Stanley Milgram’s famous electric shock study,
and presenting the findings of the most extensive empirical study on obedience toward authority
since Milgram's era. Dolinski and Grzyb refer to their own series of studies testing various
hypotheses from Milgram’s and others’ research, examining underlying obedience mechanisms as
well as factors modifying the degree of obedience displayed by individuals in different situations.
They offer their theoretical model explaining subjects’ obedience in Milgram’s paradigm and
describe numerous examples of the destructive effect of thoughtless obedience both in our daily
lives as well as in crucial historical events, stressing the need for critical thinking when issued with
a command. Concluding with reflections on how to prevent the danger of destructive obedience to
authority, this insightful volume will be fascinating reading for students and academics in social
psychology, as well as those in fields concerned with complex social problems.

stanley milgram obedience to authority: The Dramaturgical Devices of Stanley
Milgram's Obedience to Authority Experiment Maya Rae Oppenheimer, 2014

stanley milgram obedience to authority: Arguing, Obeying and Defying Stephen Gibson,
2019-03-07 Presents an extensive qualitative analysis of the transcripts of Stanley Milgram's
(in)famous obedience experiments.

stanley milgram obedience to authority: American Dreams and Nazi Nightmares Kirsten
Fermaglich, 2007 A unique contribution to America's encounter with Holocaust memory that links
the use of Nazi imagery to liberal politics

stanley milgram obedience to authority: The Social Psychology of Obedience Towards
Authority Dariusz Dolinski, Taylor & Francis Group, Tomasz Grzyb, 2020-06-08 This rich volume
explores the complex problem of obedience and conformity, re-examining Stanley Milgram's famous
electric shock study, and presenting the findings of the most extensive empirical study on obedience
toward authority since Milgram's era. Dolinski and Grzyb refer to their own series of studies testing
various hypotheses from Milgram's and others' research, examining underlying obedience
mechanisms as well as factors modifying the degree of obedience displayed by individuals in
different situations. They offer their theoretical model explaining subjects' obedience in Milgram's
paradigm and describe numerous examples of the destructive effect of thoughtless obedience both in
our daily lives as well as in crucial historical events, stressing the need for critical thinking when
issued with a command. Concluding with reflections on how to prevent the danger of destructive
obedience to authority, this insightful volume will be fascinating reading for students and academics
in social psychology, as well as those in fields concerned with complex social problems.

stanley milgram obedience to authority: All Points in Between Taylor ] Holder, 2006-08 All



Points in Between explores sex and gender identities, and argues that an understanding of both sex
and gender as a spectrum, rather than binary categories, would help people to live healthier lives.
Mislabeling a person's sex status at birth can cause unreasonable expectations and pain for
individuals and family members. Interviews with both 'invisible' and 'visible' transsexual and
biologically ambiguous individuals and their families are analyzed to help readers better understand
the intersections of sex and gender identities. The book sheds light on the dilemmas, tensions, and
contradictions arising from the social construction of sex and gender. While exposing the weakness
of historical research that has established social beliefs and psychological treatment trends, the
author offers up new possibilities for thinking about these identities. This work addresses conflicts
within the Transsexual, Transgender and Intersexed communities, and speaks to the professional
fields of various sciences as well as mainstream society. Envisioning societies potential, All Points in
Between paints a hopeful picture for the individual, family and the professionals who work with
people facing sex and gender assignment challenges.--Back cover.

stanley milgram obedience to authority: Morality in the Making of Sense and Self
Matthew M. Hollander, Jason Turowetz, 2023 This book offers a new explanation of obedience and
defiance in Milgram's lab. Examining one of the largest collections of Milgram's original audiotapes,
Hollander and Turowetz scrutinize participant behavior in not only the experiments themselves, but
also recordings of the subsequent debriefing interviews in which participants were asked to reflect
on their actions. Introducing an original theoretical framework in the sociology of morality, they
show that, contrary to traditional understandings of Milgram's experiments that highlight obedience,
virtually all subjects, both compliant and defiant, mobilized practices to resist the authority's
commands. By illuminating the relationship between concrete moral dilemmas and social
interaction, Hollander and Turowetz tell a new, empirically-grounded story about Milgram: one
about morality-and immorality-in the making of sense and self.

stanley milgram obedience to authority: The Milgram Re-enactment Vivienne Gaskin,
2003

stanley milgram obedience to authority: The Social Psychology of Good and Evil Arthur G.
Miller, 2005-04-06 This compelling work brings together an array of distinguished scholars to
explore key concepts, theories, and findings pertaining to some of the most fundamental issues in
social life: the conditions under which people are kind and helpful to others or, conversely, under
which they commit harmful, even murderous, acts. Covered are such topics as the complex
interaction of individual, societal, and situational factors underpinning good or evil behavior; the
role of guilt and the self-concept; and issues of responsibility and motivation, including why good
people do bad things. The volume also examines whether aggression and violence are inescapable
aspects of human nature, and how cooperative interaction can break down stereotyping and
discrimination.

stanley milgram obedience to authority: The Man who Shocked the World Thomas Blass,
2004-03-17 The sole and definitive biography of one of the 20th century's most influential and
controversial psychologists

stanley milgram obedience to authority: The Psychology and Law of Criminal Justice
Processes Roger J. R. Levesque, 2006 Psychological science now reveals much about the law's
response to crime. This is the first text to bridge both fields as it presents psychological research
and theory relevant to each phase of criminal justice processes. The materials are divided into three
parts that follow a comprehensive introduction. The introduction analyses the major legal themes
and values that guide criminal justice processes and points to the many psychological issues they
raise. Part | examines how the legal system investigates and apprehends criminal suspects. Topics
range from the identification, searching and seizing to the questioning of suspects. Part II focuses on
how the legal system establishes guilt. To do so, it centres on the process of bargaining and pleading
cases, assembling juries, providing expert witnesses, and considering defendants' mental states.
Part III focuses on the disposition of cases. Namely, that part highlights the process of sentencing
defendants, predicting criminal tendencies, treating and controlling offenders, and determining



eligibility for such extreme punishments as the death penalty. The format seeks to give readers a
feeling for the entire criminal justice process and for the role psychological science has and can play
in it.

stanley milgram obedience to authority: Modernity and the Holocaust Zygmunt Bauman,
2000 Intellectually rich and provocative.... This is a text which belongs in our classrooms as well as
on our shelves. Exceptionally well written.?Contemporary Sociology A new afterword to this edition,
The Duty to Remember--But What? tackles difficult issues of guilt and innocence on the individual
and societal levels. Zygmunt Bauman explores the silences found in debates about the Holocaust,
and asks what the historical facts of the Holocaust tell us about the hidden capacities of present-day
life. He finds great danger in such phenomena as the seductiveness of martyrdom; going to extremes
in the name of safety; the insidious effects of tragic memory; and efficient, scientific implementation
of the death penalty. Bauman writes, Once the problem of the guilt of the Holocaust perpetrators
has been by and large settled... the one big remaining question is the innocence of all the rest--not
the least the innocence of ourselves. Among the conditions that made the mass extermination of the
Holocaust possible, according to Bauman, the most decisive factor was modernity itself. Bauman's
provocative interpretation counters the tendency to reduce the Holocaust to an episode in Jewish
history, or to one that cannot be repeated in the West precisely because of the progressive triumph
of modern civilization. He demonstrates, rather, that we must understand the events of the
Holocaust as deeply rooted in the very nature of modern society and in the central categories of
modern social thought.
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