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CHAPTER 13 Obedience to Authority
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2. In his concluding paragraph, Burger writes that "[a]though one must be
cautious when making the leap from laboratory studies to complex social be-
haviors such as genocide, understanding the social psychological factors that
contribute to people acting in unexpected and unsettling ways is important.”
Drawing inferences from behavior in a laboratory to behavior in “real” life is
not straightforward. Why must one be “cautious” in doing so?

3. Were you surprised by Burger's results, reported «utly fifty years after Mil-
gram's? If so, what did you think happened in the last forty-five years that
might have changed people’s responses to situational forces?

4. Have you ever found yourself in a situation behaving in ways you might not
have were you alone? Without passing judgment on your behavior, identify
(to the extent you are able) and discuss the forces at work in that situation.
Describe the dynamics in play that led to your behavior.

OBEDIENCE

Ian Parker

As lan Parker points out, M{Lgrams experiment became “the most cited, celebrated—and
revuled—expenment m"thé istory of social psychology.” Parker also explains, however,
that for Milgram himself the experiment was a mixed blessing it would both “make his
name and destroy his reputation.” -

Milgram was fascinated by the Asch experiment, but when all was said and done, this
experiment was only about lines. He wondered if it were possible “to make Asch’s confor-
mity experiment more humanely significant.” Milgram's breakthrough, his “incandescent
moment,” came when he asked himself, “Just how far would a person go under the exper-
imenter's orders?” We have seen the results in the expenment iie uesuinos and dis-
cusses in an earlier selection.

In the following selection, lan Parker, a British writer who lives in New York, focuses on
both the immediate and the long-term reaction to Milgram's experiments among both the
general public and Milgram's professional colleagues and also of the effect of the experi-
ment upon the experimenter himself. This selection is excerpted from an article that
Parker wrote for the Autumn 2000 issue of Granta. Parker writes regularly for the New
Yorker and has also written for Human Sciences, History of the Human Sciences, Political
Studies, and Human Relations.

Milgram had a world exclusive. He had caught evil on film. He had invented a
kind of torture machine. But it was not immediately clear what he should do
with his discovery. When he began the study, he had no theory, nor was he plan-
ning to test another man’s theory. His idea had sprung from contemplation of
Solomon Asch, but the “incandescent” moment at Princeton was a shift away

_from theory into experimental practice. He had had an idea for an experiment.

Now, he was in an odd situation: he had caused something extraordinary to
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happen, but, technically, his central observation counted for nothing. With no

provocation, a New Haven man had hit a fellow citizen with 450 volts. To the

general observer, this will come as a surprise, but it is nota social scientific dis-
covery, as Edward E. Jones, the distinguished editor of the Journal of Personality,
made clear to Milgram when he declined the invitation to publish Milgram’s
first paper. “The major problem,” Jones wrote to Milgram, “is that this is really
the report of some pilot research on a method for inducing stress or
conflict... your data indicate a kind of triumph of social engineering. .. we are
led to no conclusions about obedience, really, but rather are exhorted to be im-
pressed with the power of your situation as an influence context.” The fournal of
Abnormal and Social Psychology also rejected the paper on its first submission,

calling it a “demonstration” rather than an experiment.
Milgram had described only one experimental situation. When he resub-
mitted the paper to the same journal, he now included experimental variables,
and it was publishable. In the rewrite, Milgram put the emphasis on the way in
which differences in situation had caused differences in degrees of obedience:
the closer the learner to the teacher, the greater the disobedience, and so on.
These details were later lost as the experiment moved out of social psychology
into the larger world. But it could hardly have happened otherwise. The
thought that people were zapping each other in a Yale laboratory is bound to be
more striking than the thanght that zapping occurs a little less often when one
is looking one’s victim in tﬁe\eye. The unscientific truth, perhaps, is that the
central comparison in Milgram’s study is not between anly two experimental
variables: it is between what happened in the laboratory, and what we thought
would happen. The experimental control in Milgram’s model is our hopelessly
flawed intuition. , !
“Somehow,” Milgram told a friend in 1962, “I don’t write as fast or as eas-
ily as I run experiments. I have done about all the experiments | plan to do on
Obedience, am duly impressed with the results, and now find myself acutely
constipated.” Milgram found it hard to knock the experiment into social
scientific shape. It would be another decade before he incorporated his find-
ings into a serious theory of the sources of human obedience. When he did so,
in the otherwise absorbing and beautifully written book Obedience to Authority
(1974), his thoughts about an “agentic state”—a psychological zone of aban-
doned autonomy-—were not widely admired or developed by his peers, not
least because they were so evidently retrospective. Most readers of Obedience
to Authority are more likely to take interest in the nods of acknowledgment
made to Arthur Koestler’s The Ghost in the Machine, and to Alex Comfort, the
English anarchist poet, novelist, and author of The Joy of Sex. Most readers will
take more pleasure—and feel Milgram took more pleasure—in the novelistic
and strikingly unscientific descriptions of his experimental subjects. (“Mrs
Dontz,” he wrote, “has an unusually casual, slow-paced way of speaking, and
her tone expresses constant humility; it is as if every assertion carries the
emotional message: ‘I'm just a very ordinary person, don’t expect a lot from
me.” Physically, she resembles Shirley Booth in the film Come Back, Little

Sheba.”)
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. pivotal contemporary debate. His argument was this: his study showed how

But while Milgram was struggling to place his findings in a proper scientific
context, they seemed to have found a natural home elsewhere. Stanley
Milgram—a young social psychology professor at the start of his career—
appeared to be in a position to contribute to one of the late twentieth century’s
most pressing intellectual activities: making sense of the Holocaust. Milgram
always placed the experiments in this context, and the figure of Adolf Eichmann,
who was seized in Buenos Aires in the spring of 1960, and whose trial in
Jerusalem began a year later, loomed over his proceedings. (In a letter that urged
Alan Elms to keep up the supply of experimental volunteers, Milgram noted
that this role bore “some resemblance to Mr. Eichmann'’s position.”) The trial, as
Peter Novick has recently written in The Holocaust in American Life, marked “the
first time that what we now call the Holocaust was presented to the American
public as an entity in its own right, distinct from Nazi barbarism in general.”
When Milgram published his first paper on the obedience studies in 1963,
Hannah Arendt's articles about the trial had just appeared in the New Yorker, and
in her book, Eichmann in Jerusalem, and they had given widespread currency to
her perception about “the banality of evil.” Milgram put Eichmann’s name
in the first paragraph of his first obedience Paper, and so claimed a place in a

ordinary people are surprisingly prone to destructive obedience; the crimes of

the Holocaust had been committed by people obeying orders; those people,

therefore, could now He thought ordinary. The argument had its

terrifying ele-

ment and its consoling element: according to Milgram, Americans had to see
themselves as potential murderers; at the same time we.could understand Nazis

to be no more unusual than any New Haven guy in a check shirt.

It may seem bizarre now: Milgram returned to ordinary Nazis their Nurem-
berg defense, nicely polished in an American laboratory. But the idea struck a
chord, and news quickly spread of Milgram’s well-meaning, all-American tor-
turers. “Once the [Holocaust] connection was in place,” said Arthur G. Miller, a
leading Milgram scholar, “then the experiments took on a kind of a larger-than-
life quality.” Milgram’s work was reported in the New York Times (65% IN TEST
BLINDLY OBEY ORDER TO INFLICT PAIN), and the story was quickly picked up by Life,
Esquire, ABC television, UPI, and the British press. The fame of the experiments
spread, and as the Sixties acquired their defining spirit, Holocaust references
were joined by thoughts of My Lai; this was a good moment in history to have
things to say about taking orders. By the time Milgram had published his book
and released a short film of the experiment, his findings had spread into popu-

lar culture, and into theological, medical

» and legal discussions. Thomas Blass, a

social psychologist at the University of Maryland, Baltimore County, who is
preparing a Milgram biography, has a large collection of academic references, in-
cluding a paper in the context of accountancy ethics. (Is it unthinking obedience
that causes accountants to act unlawfully on behalf of clients?) Outside the acad-
emy, Dannie Abse published an anti-Milgram play, The Dogs of Pavlov, in 1973,
and two years later, in America, CBS broadcast a television movie, The Tenth
Level, that made awkward melodrama out of the obedience experiments, and
starred William Shatner as a spookily obsessed and romantically disengaged
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version of Professor Milgram. (“You may know your social psychology, Profes-
sor, but you have a lot to learn about the varieties of massage.”) Peter Gabriel
sang “We Do What We're Told (Milgram’s 37)” in 1986. And there would be
more than a whiff of Milgram in the 1990 episode of The Simpsons, “There’s No
Disgrace Like Home,” in which the family members repeatedly electrocute one
another until the lights across Springfield flicker and dim. Last year, “The Stan-
ley Milgram Experiment“—a comedy sketch duo—made its off-off-Broadway
debut in New York. Robbie Chafitz, one of the pair, had been startled and
amused by the Milgram film as a teenager, and had always vowed to use the
name one way or another. Besides, as he told me, “anything with electricity and
people is funny.” Ve

But however celebrated the experiments became, there was a question they
could never shake off. It was an ethical issue: had Stanley Milgram mistreated
his subjects? Milgram must have seen the storm coming, at least from the
moment when Herbert Winer marched into his office, talking of heart attacks. In
the summer of 1962, other subjects recorded their feelings about the experiment
in response to a questionnaire sent out by Milgram along with a report explain-
ing the true purpose of the experiment. Replies were transferred on to index
cards and are now held—unpublished and anonymous—at Yale. “Since taking
part in the experiment,” reads one card, “I have suffered a mild heart attack. The
one thing my doctor tells me that I must avoid is any form of tension.” Another
card: “Right now I'm in group therapy. Would it be OK if I showed this report to
[the] group and the doctors at the clinic?” I

Since then, the experiment has been widely attacked' from within the
profession and from outside. To many, Milgram became a social psychological
demon; Alan Elms has met people at parties who have recoiled at the news that
he was a Milgram lieutenant. The psychologist Bruno Bettelheim described
Milgram’s work as “vile” and “in line with the human experiments of the
Nazis.” In his defense, Milgram would always highlight the results of post-
experimental psychological studies—which had reported “no evidence of any
traumatic reactions”—and the fact of the debriefings in Linsly-Chittenden Hall,
in which care had been taken to give obedient subjects reasons not to feel bad
about themselves. They were told to remember, for example, that doctors
routinely hurt people in a thoroughly good cause. (Alan Elms wonders if this
debriefing was too effective, and that subjects should have been obliged to con-
front their actions more fully.)

But Milgram never quite won the ethical argument. And the controversy
was immediately damaging to his career. Someone——perhaps a Yale colleague,
according to Thomas Blass—quickly brought the experiment to the attention of
the American Psychological Association, and Milgram'’s application for APA
membership was delayed while the case against him was considered. Today,
although the APA is happy to include Milgram’s shock generator in a traveling
psychology exhibition, it is careful to describe the experiments as “controver-
sial” in its accompanying literature. As the APA points out, modern ethical
guidelines (in part inspired by Milgram) would prevent the obedience studies

from being repeated today. -




7316

CHAFTER 13 Obedience to Authority

—

The controversy followed him. In 1963 Milgram left Yale for Harvard.
He was happy there. This is where his two children were born. And when a
tenured job came up, he applied. But he needed the unanimous support of his
colleagues, and could not secure it. He was blackballed by enemies of the obedi-
ence work. (According to Alexandra Milgram, her husband once devised a
board game based on the tenure of university professors.) The late Roger Brown,
a prominent Harvard psychologist, told Thomas Blass that there had been those
in the department who thought of Milgram as “sort of manipulative, or the mad
doctor. They felt uneasy about him.”

10 So in 1967 Stanley Milgram left Harvard to become head of the social
psychology programme in the psychology department in the Graduate Center
of the City University of New York (CUNY). In one sense, it was a promotion; he
was a full professor at thirty-three. “But after Yale and Harvard, it was the pits,”
said Milgram'’s friend and fellow social psychologist, Philip Zimbardo. “Most
people I know who didn’t get tenure, it had a permanent effect on their lives.
You don’t get to Yale or Harvard uniess you’ve been number one from kinder-
garten on, you've been on top—so there’s this discontinuity. It's the first time in

, your life you've failed. You're Stanley Milgram, and people all over the world

~ are talking about your regearch, and you‘ve failed.” Milgram was the most cited

- man in social psychology—Roger Brown, for example, considered his research

to be of “profound importance and originality”—yet in later life, he was able to
tell Zimbardo that he felt under-appreciated.

The ethical furor preyed on Milgram’s mind—in the opinion of Arthur G.
Miller, it may have contributed to his premature death—but one of its curious
side effects was to reinforce the authenticity of his studies in the world outside
psychology departments. Among those with a glancing knowledge of Milgram,
mistreatment of experimental subjects became the only Milgram controversy.
The studies remained intellectually sound, a minor building block of Western
thought, a smart conversational gambit at cocktail parties. “People identified the
problem with Milgram as just a question of ethics,” says Henderikus Stam, of
the University of Calgary in Canada, who trained as a social psychologist, but
who lost faith and is now a psychological theoretician and historian. “So in a
way people never got beyond that. Whereas there’s a deeper epistemological
question, which is: what can we actually know when we've done an experiment
like that, what are we left with? What have we learned about obedience?”

Within the academy, there was another, quieter, line of criticism against
Milgram: this was methodological. In a paper in 1968 the social psychologists
Martin Orne and Charles Holland raised the issue of incongruity, pointing out
that Milgram'’s subjects had been given two key pieces of information: a man in
apparent danger, and another man—a man in a lab coat—whose lack of evident
concern suggested there was no danger. It seemed possible that obedient sub-
jects had believed in the more plausible piece of information (no danger), and
thus concluded, at some conscious or semi-conscious level, that the experiment
was a fake, and—in a “pact of ignorance”—been generous enough to role-play

, for the sake of science. In other words, they were only obeying the demands of
L amateur dramatics.
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Perhaps forgetting that people weep in the theatre, Milgram’s response was |
to argue that the subjects’ signs of distress or tension—the twitching and stutter-

ing and racing heartbeats—could be taken as evidence that they had accepted |

the experiment’s reality. He also drew upon the questionnaire he had sent outin
1962, in which his volunteers—now entirely in the know—had been asked to
agree with one of five propositions, running from, “I fully believed the learner
was getting painful shocks” to “I was certain the learner was not getting the
shocks.” Milgram was pleased to note that three-quarters of the subjects
said they believed the learner was definitely or probably getting the shocks.
(He added, reasonably, “It would have been an easy out at this point to deny
that the hoax had been accepted.”)

Herbert Winer reports that he was fully duped, and Alan Elms told me that,
watching through the mirror during the summer of 1961, he saw very little evi-
dence of widespread disbelief. But it is worth pointing out that Milgram could
have reported his questionnaire statistics rather differently. He could have said
that only fifty-six per cent accepted his first proposition: “I fully believed the
learner was getting painful shocks.” Forty-four per cent of Milgram’s subjects
claimed to be at least partially unpersuaded. (Indeed, on his own questionnaire,
Winer said he had some doubts.) These people do not have much of a presence
in Milgram’s writings, but you catch a glimpse of them in the Yale Library index
cards. One reads: “I was quite sure ‘grunts and screams’ were electrically repro-
duced from a speaker mourited in [the] students’ room.” (They were.) “If [the
learner] was making the sounds I should have heard the screams from under the
door—which was a poorly fit [sic] thin door. I'm sorry that\l didn’t Have enough
something to get up and open this door. Which was not locked. To see if student
was still there.” On another card: ! think that one of the,main reasons I contin-
ued to the end was that...Ijust couldn’t believe that Yéle would concoct any-
thing that would be [as] dangerous as the shocks were supposed to be.” Another
subject had noticed how the experimenter was watching him rather than the
learner. Another hadn’t understood why he was not allowed to volunteer to be
the learner. And another wrote, “I had difficulty describing the experiment to

my wife as | was so overcome with laughter—haven't had such a good laugh J

since the first time I saw the 4 Marx Bros—some 25 years ago.”

For an experiment supposed to involve the undeserved torture of an inno- |
cent Irish-American man, there was a lot of laughter in Yale’s Interaction Labo-
ratory. Frequently, Milgram's subjects could barely contain themselves as they
moved up the shock board. (“On one occasion,” Milgram later wrote, “we
observed a seizure so violently convulsive that it was necessary to call a halt to
the experiment.”) Behind their one-way mirror, Milgram and Elms were at times
highly amused. And when students are shown the Milgram film today, there
tends to be loud laughter in the room. People laugh, and—despite the alleged
revelation of a universal heart of darkness—they go home having lost little faith
in their friends and their families.

According to Henderikus Stam, the laughter of the students, and perhaps
that of the subjects, is a reasonable response to an absurd situation. It's a reac-

tion to the notion that serious and complex moral issues, and the subtleties of
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human behaviour, can reasonably be illuminated through play-acting in a uni- |
versity laboratory. The experiment does nothing but illuminate itself. “What it

does is it says, ‘Aren’t we clever?’ If you wanted to demonstrate obedience to
authority wouldn’t you be better showing a film about the Holocaust, or news
clips about Kosovo? Why do you need an experiment, that's the question? What
does the experiment do? The experiment says that if we really want to know
about obedience to authority we need an abstract representation of that obedi-

ence, removed from all real forms of the abuse of authority. But what we then do |

is to use that representation to refer back to the real historical examples.”

r- What happens when we refer back to historical examples? Readers of

Hitler's Willing Executioners, Daniel Jonah Goldhagen's study of the complicity
of ordinary German citizens in the Holocaust, will learn within one paragraph
of a German policeman, Captain Wolfgang Hoffmann, a “zealous executioner of
Jews,” who “once stridently disobeyed a superior order that he deemed morally
objectionable.” The order was that he and members of his company should sign
a declaration agreeing not to steal! from Poles. Hoffmann was affronted that any-
one would think the declaration necessary, that anyone would imagine his men

~ honour.” The genocidal kijiling of thousands of Jews was one thing, but plunder-
ing from Poles was another. Here was an order to which he was opposed, and
which he felt able to dispbey.

Goldhagen is impatient with what he calls “the paradigm of external com-
pulsion,” which sets the actions of the Holocaust's perpetrators in the context of
social-psychological or totalitarian state forces. His book-aims to show how the
crimes of the Holocaust were carried out by people obeying their own con-
sciences, not blindly or fearfully obeying orders. “If you think that certain people
are evil,” he told me, “and that it's necessary to do away with them—if you hate
them—and then someone orders you to kill them, you're not carrying out the
deed only because of the order. You're carrying it out because you think it's right.
So in all those instances where people are killing people they hate—their enemies
or their perceived enemies—then Milgram is just completely inapplicable.”

Goldhagen wonders if the Milgram take on the Holocaust met a particular
need, during the Cold War, for America’s new German allies “to be thought well
of.” He also wonders if, by robbing people of their agency, “of the fact that they're
moral beings,” the experiment tapped into the kind of reductive universalism by
which, he says, Americans are easily seduced—the belief that all men are created
equal, and in this case equally obedient. Goldhagen has no confidence in the idea
that Milgram was measuring obedience at all. The experimental conditions did
not properly control for other variables, such as trust, nor did they allow for the
W_‘éﬂsrwmdﬂm The Teal world—over B, afier consuliation. Besides,
said Goldhagen, in a tone close to exasperation, "people disobey all the time!
Look around the world. Do people always pay ail their taxes? Do what their
bosses tell them? Or quietly accept what any government decides? Even with all
kinds of sanctions available, one of the greatest problems that institutions face is
_to get their members to comply with rules and orders.” Milgram's findings, he

says, “are roundly, repeatedly and glaringly falsified by life.”

, capable of stealing. “I feel injured,” he wrote to his superiors, “in my sense of |
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;ina uni- - 8 20  Inthe opinion of Professor Stam, this comes close to defining the problems &
. “What it e of social psychology itseilf. It is a discipline, he says, that makes the peculiar
'dience to e claim that “if you want to ask questions about the social world, you have to turn
t, or news : % : them into abstract technical questions.” The Milgram experiment, he says, “has
on? What y ' the air of scientificity about it. But it’s not scientific, it's. . .scientistic.” |
t to know iy And there is Milgram’s problem: he devised an intensely powerful piece of
1at obedi- e tragicomic laboratory theatre, and then had to smuggle it into the faculty of so-
‘e then do % cial science. His most famous work—which had something to say about trust, |
3" 5 embarrassment, low-level sadism, willingness to please, exaggerated post-war
saders of 7 i g respect for scientific research, the sleepy, heavy-lidded pleasure of being asked to ]
omplicity gl take part, and, perhaps, too, the desire of a rather awkward young academic to se- |
aragraph Lo cure attention and respect—had to pass itself off as an event with a single, steady
ationer of R meaning. And that disguise has not always been convincing. It's odd to hear
1 morally pas | Arthur G. Miller—one of the world’s leading Milgram scholars—acknowledge l
ould sign P that there have been times when he has wondered, just for a moment, if the.]
that any- e 1 experiments perhaps mean nothing at all.
2 his men L But the faculty of social psychology is not ready to let Milgram go. And
r sense of . 3 there may be a new way to rescue the experiments from their ungainly ambigu-
plunder- e ity. This is the route taken by Professors Lee Ross and Richard E. Nisbett (at
ysed, and sy Stanford and the University of Michigan respectively) whose recent synthesis
i of social psychological thinking aims to give the subject new power. According
nal com- et | to Professor Ross, the experithents may be “performance,” but they still have so-
‘ontext of e cial psychological news to deliver. If that is true, then we can do something that
how the 4 the late professor was not always able to do himself: we csil make a kind of rec-
ywn con- onciliation between the artist and the scientist in Stanley Milgram.
in people Ross and Nisbett find a seat for Stanley Milgram at sqgcial psychology’s high d
you hate table. They do this slyly, by taking the idea of obedience—Milgram’s big idea— | .
g out the and putting it quietly to one side. When Ross teaches Milgram at Stanford, he
it's right. makes a point of giving his students detailed instructions on how to prepare for
‘enemies the classes—instructions that he knows will be thoroughly ignored. He is then
e” able to stand in front of his students and examine their disobedience. “I asked
articular you to do something that’s good for you rather than bad for you,” he tells them.
1ght well “And I'm a legitimate authority rather than an illegitimate one, and I actually
it they're e | have power that the Milgram experimenter doesn’t have. And yet you didn't
ialism by 51 obey. So the study can't just be about ocbedience.” What it is primarily about, Ross
e created T E tells his students—and it may be about other things too—is the extreme power of
 the idea g a situation that has been built without obvious escape routes. (As Herbert Winer
tions did . said: “At no time was there a pause or a break when anything could be
«~ for the 3 i raised....”) “There was really no exit,” Ross told me, “there was no channel for
Besides, K disobedience. People who were discomforted, who wanted to disobey, didn’t
he time! «L i quite know how to do it. They made some timid attempts, and it got them
hat their N nowhere. In order to disobey they have to step out of the whole situation, and say
1 with all ¥ to the experimenter, ‘Go to hell! You can’t tell me what to do!” As long as they
18 face is o continue to function within that relationship, they’re asking the experimenter for
lings, he N permission not to give shocks, and as long as the experimenter denies them that
B permission, they’re stuck. They don’t know how to get out of it.” Ross suspects
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that things would have turned out very differently given one change to the situa-
tion. It's a fairly big change: the addition of a prominent red button in the middle
of the table, combined with a clearly displayed notice signed by the “Human
Subjects’ Committee” explaining that the button could be pressed “by any sub-
ject in any experiment at any time if he or she absolutely refuses to continue.”
According to Ross and Nisbett (who are saying something that Milgram
surely knew, but something he allowed to become obscured), the Obedience
Experiments point us towards a great social psychological truth, perhaps the great
truth, which is this: people tend to do things because of where they are, not who
they are, and we are slow to see it. We look for character traits to explain a person’s
actions—he is clever, shy, generous, arrogant—and we stubbornly underestimate
the influence of the situation, the way things happened to be at that moment. So, if
circumstances had been even only subtly different (if she hadn't been running late;
if he'd been told the film was a comedy), the behaviour might have been radically
different. Under certain controlled circumstances, then, people can be induced to
behave unkindly: to that extent, Milgram may have something to say about a kind
of destructive obedience. But under other circumstances, Professor Ross promised
me, the same people would be nice. Given the correct situation, he said, we could

" be led to do “terrifically aitruistic and self-sacrificing things that we would never

have agreed to before we started.”

So the experiment that has troubled us for nearly forty years (that buzzing and
howling), and which cajised Milgram to have dark thoughts about America’s vul-
nerability to fascism, suddenly has a new complexion:Now, it is about the influence
of any situation on behaviour, good or bad: “You stop on the highway to help some-
one,” Professor Ross said, “and then the help you try to give doesn't prove to be
enough, 5o you give the person a ride, and then you end up lending them money or
letting them stay in your house. It wasn’t because that was the person in the world
you cared about the most, it was just one thing led to another. Step by step.”

That’s the Milgram situation. “We can take ordinary people,” Ross said, “and
make them show a degree of obedience or conformity—or for that matter altruism
or bravery, whatever-—to a degree that we would normally assume you would
only see in the rare few. And that's relevant to telling us what we’re capable of
making people do, but it also tells us that when we observe the world, we are
often going to be making an attribution error, because lots of times, the situational
factors have been opaque to us, and therefore we are making erroneous inferences
about people. The South African government says, ‘Can we deal with this fellow
Mandela?’ and the answer is, ‘No, he’s a terrorist.’ But a social psychologist would
say, ‘Mandela, in one context, given one set of situations, was a terrorist.”” Accord-
ing to Ross, that’s the key lesson of social psychology; that’s how the discipline
can be useful in education, the work place, and law. “Our emphasis,” he says,
“should be on creating situations that promote what we want to promote, rather
than searching endlessly for the right person. Don’t assume that people who com-
mit atrocities are atrocious people, or people who do heroic things are heroic.
Don’t get overly carried away; don't think, because you observed someone under

. one set of discrete situational factors, that you know wiiat they're like, and therefore

can predict what they would do in a very different set of circumstances.”
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 to the situa- 19 -} It’s hard not to think of Stanley Milgram in another set of circumstances—to .
n the middle ) [ imagine the careers he did not have in films or in the theatre, and to wonder how
he “Human s -. things would have turned out if his work had appeared at another time, or had
by any sub- Al been read a little differently. It may now be possible to place the Obedience
mtinue.” | 1 Experiments somewhere near the center of the social psychological project, but
at Milgram L 41 1 that’s not how it felt in the last years of Milgram’s life. He had failed to secure
Obedience | I tenure at Harvard. Disappointed, he moved to New York, assuming he would
s the great i soon be leaving again, to take up a post at a more glamorous institution. But he
re, not who I was still at CUNY seventeen years later, at the time of his premature death. “He
1aperson’s g had hoped it would be just for five years,” Alexandra Milgram told me, “but
lerestimate il things got much more difficult to move on to other places. You were glad to have
nent. So, if K what you had. And he was happy to do the work that he did. I don’t think
Nning late; B he was as happy at the university as he was at, say, Harvard, but he was a very
n radically i'? [ independent person: he had his ideas, he had his research.”
nduced to :.g‘ i The research pushed Milgram into a kind of internal exile. Confirming his
out a kind K reputation as social psychology’s renegade, he pursued work that, although
Promised & often brilliantly conceived and elegantly reported, could look eccentric and old-
we could L || fashioned to colleagues, and that ran the risk of appearing to place method
uld never o ahead of meaning. “It would flash and then burn out,” says Professor Miller,
SR “and then he’d go on to something else.” He sent his {(young, able-bodied)
zzing and e students on to the New York subway to ask people to give up their seats. He
ica’s vul- F co-wrote a paper about Candid Camera's virtues as an archive for students of
influence B human behaviour. Pre-empting the play Six Degrees of Separation, he studied the
lp some- + R “small world” phenomenon, investigating the chains of acqhaintance that link
yve to be o 3 two strangers. He took photographs of rail commuters an{ showed them to
noney or those who travelled on the same route, to explore the notion of the “familiar
1e world stranger.” In an expensive, elaborate, and ultimately inconclusive experiment in 7
' 1971, he explored the links between antisocial acts seen on television and similar g .
id, “and acts in real life by getting CBS to produce and air two versions of a hit hospital
Utruism drama, Medical Center. He asked students to try to give away money on the
would street. He tested how easy it was for people to walk between a pavement pho-
rable of tographer and his subject. And when he was recuperating from one of a series of
we are o | heart attacks, he made an informal study of the social psychology of being a hos-
ational i pital patient. He was only fifty-one when he died,
rences i Once, shortly before the Obedience Experiments had begun, Milgram had
fellow £ written from Yale about his fear of having made the wrong career move. “Of
would - F course,” he told a friend, “I am glad that the present job sometimes engages
ccord- f my genuine interests, or at least, a part of my interests, but there is another
ipline . part that remains submerged and somehow, perhaps because it is not ex-
says, g pressed, seems most important.” He described his routine: pulling himself out
-ather ' of bed, dragging himself to the lecture room “where I misrepresent myself for
com- 9 two hours as an efficient and persevering man of science...I should not be
eroic. i here, but in Greece shooting films under a Mediterranean sun, hopping about
inder } in a small boat from one Aegean isle to the next.” He added, in a spirit of comic
efore fi self-laceration, “Fool!”




