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Behavioral Study of Obedience

Stanley Milgram

This chapter describes a procedure for the study of destructive obedience in the laboratory. It consists of
ordering a naive S to administer increasingly more severe punishment to a victim in the context of a
learning experiment. Punishment is administered by means of a shock generator with 30 graded
switches ranging from Slight Shock to Danger: Severe Shock, The victim is a confederate of the E. The
primary dependent variable is the maximum shock the S is willing to administer before he refuses to
continue further. Twenty-six Ss obeyed the experimental commands fully, and administered the highest
shock on the generator. Fourteen Ss broke off the experiment at some point after the victim protested
and refused to provide further answers. The procedure created extreme levels of nervous tension in
some Ss. Profuse sweating, trembling and stuttering were typical expressions of this emotional distur-
bance. One unexpected sign of tension—yet to be explained—was the regular occurrence of nervous
laughter, which in some Ss developed into uncontrollable seizures. The variety of interesting behavioral
dynamics observed in the experiment, the reality of the situation for the S, and the possibility of para-
metric variation within the framework of the procedure, point to the fruitfulness of further study.

Obedience is as basic an element in the structure of social life as one can point to.
Some system of authority is a requirement of all communal living, and it is only
the man dwelling in isolation who is not forced to respond, through defiance or
submission, to the commands of others. Obedience, as a determinant of behavior,
is of particular relevance to our time. It has been reliably established that from
1933-1945 millions of innocent persons were systematically slaughtered on com-
mand. Gas chambers were built, death camps were guarded, daily quotas of corpses
were produced with the same efficiency as the manufacture of appliances. These
inhumane policies may have originated in the mind of a single person, but they
could only be carried out on a massive scale if a very large number of persons
obeyed orders.

Reprinted with permission from Alexandra Milgram. From The Journal of Abnormal and Social Psy-
cholo‘g)-_ Vol. 67, No. 4, 1963. Copyright © 1991 by Alexandra Milgram.
This research was supported by a grant (NSF G-17916) from the National Science Foundation. Ex-
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General Procedure
A procedure was devised which seems useful as a tool for studying obedience
(Milgram, 1961). It consists of ordering a naive subject to administer electric shock to
ked voltage lev-

a victim. A simulated shock generator is used, with 30 clearly mar
15 to 450 volts. The instrument bears verbal designations that

els that range from
range from Slight Shock to Danger: Severe Shock. The responses of the victim,
who is a trained confederate of the experimenter, are standardized. The orders t0
administer shocks are given to the naive subject in the context of a “learning exper-
iment” ostensibly set up to study the effects of punishment on memory. As the ex-
periment proceeds the naive subject is commanded to administer increasingly
more intensc shocks to the victim, even o the point of reaching the level marked
Danger: Severe Shock. Internal resistances become stronger, and at a certain point
the subject refuses to go on with the experiment. Behavior prior to this rupture i8
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ting, etc. The problem t}tla]mfes foi its execution, target object, general soci
ous experimental conditi:re (:)fe, is not one of designing increa,sing] ral social set-
. ns, but of selecti y more numer-
of obedi . ecting those Tumi er
ence from the sociopsychological standpoir:?at best illuminate the process

Related Studies

The inquiry bears an importa i
e nt relation to philosophi
ey :ft); t()l:;:::ndct; ]b95;8:; Friedrich, 1958; l\)Neber(,)l;l;f;)m::iy:Z:l o Obed'ience
e Btk o :so I:ank d(1944), studies in “authoritarianis)r,n?’xf:zmen-
L amaitic and om ir,' ai; Sariford, 1950; Rokeach, 1961), and ceent
B o 101he long o0 :c ica atudies in social power (Cartwri, ht l:; recent
e (o Bt e]r;'nov(;llth sug.ge.s:rion in social psycho]oiy ’botlis'g)"It
tiSSil)ihBut it derives, in tl,ie ﬁrst) iilirs‘t‘aml:e"; C]inciica] ma"ifeStatiO“; (Ch;:;:ts
o dvidas : s , from direct observati ial
o Obedisnce :orvrvlleis el: 'clzortimanded by a legitimate au\tllil:rci’:l o :'Soc'la]
PRy sily and often. It is a ubiquitous and i:di(s)lr)elr?szrtl)lly
e

METHOD
Subjects

The subjects we
re 40 males b
Haven and the su ] etween the ages of 20
rrou .. and 50, d
advertisement and dirzgth:;gl clo mrlr.lu'mtles. Subjects were obtainedrl:v,v : from New
B i they were : ail solicitation. Those wh newspaper
; to participate in o responded to the appeal b
sity. A wide ran a study of memory and . ppeal be-
ge of occupations i ry and learning at Yale Uni
were postal clerks, hi s is represented in the ) ver-
. , high school teach sample. Typical subj
jects ranged in educati chers, salesmen, engin jects
ional level fr , engineers, and laborers. S
to those who had d om one who had not fini - Sub-
: octorate and . inished element
for their participati other profess ary school
participation i : ssional degrees. Th . ’
iy forllomir;lgntthehexperlment. However, subjects werzyt V;/;T; paid $4.50
what happened aft o the laboratory, and that the old that payment
; el . mone :
B o o ¢ they arrived, Table 4.1 shows the pro y was theirs no matter
signed to the experimental conditio proportion of age and occu-
n.

Personnel and Locale

The experi
: periment wa;
Interaction | s conducted on the
aborato - on the grounds of Yale University i
ry. (This detail is relevant to the perceivedrslny. in the elegant
egitimacy of the




siry and Obedience

Percentage
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Distribution of ®

Occupnlions
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and unskilled 4 3
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Profcssional
Percentag® of
total (age) 20 40 40

Note: Towl N= 40.

ent. In further variations, the experiment was dissociated from the univer-
sity, with consequences for performance.) The role of experimenter was played by

a 31-year-old high school teacher of biology. His manner was impassive, and his
appearance somewhat sterm throughout the experiment. He was dressed in a gray
technician’s coat. The victim was played by 2 47-year-old accountant, trained for
the role; he was of Irish-American stock, whom most observers found mild-man-
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Result of Experiment I
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the reality of the experim on. lWltl:l few exceptions subjects wer i
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Distribution
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The distribution of maxim C ; beyond the level designated as Very St not, in gen-
obtained distributi um shocks for this experiment is s ) rong Shock.
Upon comml:rlrtc;(onf: scores deviates radically from thleS : ?’n in Tuble 4.2. The
i edicti

pected break-off point ;pren-memer’ each of the 40 subjects welnotnl;
(At this level—300 VOits S“blf’ft 'stopped prior to administerin Shey0nd the ex-
swers to the teacher’ _,the victim kicks on the wall and g Shock Level 20.
B o0 su; er’s multiple-choice questions.) and no longer provides an-

jects, S :

300-volt level, Four 1o refused to obey the experimental command
fused to go on. Two br rke SUbeects administered one further sh a.; s beyond the
375 volts. Th ] oke off at the 330-vol ock, and then re-

volts. Thus a total . olt level, and 1 ea

reprint their remarks at 0; o S,“bjects defied the experimenterc h] = 3.45’ 360, and
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TABLE 4.2 I
: +ribution of break-0 P . —
= Number of subj.ects for w 0

: : i ximum shoc
erbal designation and e e

v . .
voltage indication

Slight Shock

15

30

45

60

Moderate Shock

15
90

105

120

Strong Shock

135

150

165

180

Very Strong Shock

195
210
225
240

Intense Shock
255
270
285
300
Extreme Intensi!
315
330
345
360
Danger: Severe Shock
375
390
405
420

oo
cooC co©e©
oo

wo oo

ty Shock

e S R

oc o

It’s a hell of an experime

bject 1€

is isn’t right.
500t o This is crazy- [Su
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cal L 8 ere 1 don’t want to 80 on.

fel'mg mn the‘e. I‘O,
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ak yol“ Check . tq() real ly 1 Couldﬂ t do it.
. l 5
take

i i d even angered s
biects were frequently in a highly agitated an
These subj

b

nt. The guy i8 '5\§f-
fused 10 adminis

to continue, :
hurt his heart. You

tate. SOME”

d the subject simply got up
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chair in front of the shock generator, and indicated that he wished to leave the
laboratory.

Of the 40 subjects, 26 obeyed the orders of the experimenter to the end, proceed-
ing to punish the victim until they reached the most potent shock available on the
shock generator. At that point, the experimenter called a halt to the session. (The
maximum shock is labeled 450 volts, and is two steps beyond the designation:
Danger: Severe Shock.) Although obedient subjects continued to administer
shocks, they often did so under extreme stress. Some expressed reluctance to ad-
minister shocks beyond the 300-volt level, and displayed fears similar to those who
defied the experimenter; yet they obeyed.

After the maximum shocks had been delivered, and the experimenter called a
halt to the proceedings, many obedient subjects heaved sighs of relief, mopped
their brows, rubbed their fingers over their eyes, or nervously fumbled cigarettes.
Some shook their heads, apparently in regret. Some subjects had remained calm

throughout the experiment, and displayed only minimal signs of tension from be-
ginning to end.

DISCUSSION

The experiment yielded two findings that were surprising. The first finding con-
cerns the sheer strength of obedient tendencies manifested in this situation. Sub-
jects have learned from childhood that it is a fundamental breach of moral conduct
to hurt another person against his will. Yet, 26 subjects abandon this tenet in fol-
lowing the instructions of an authority who has no special powers to enforce his
commands. To disobey would bring no material loss to the subject; no punishment
would ensue. It is clear from the remarks and outward behavior of many partici-
pants that in punishing the victim they are often acting against their own values.
Subjects often expressed deep disapproval of shocking a man in the face of his ob-
Jections, and others denounced it as stupid and senseless. Yet the majority com-
plied with the experimental commands. This outcome was surprising from two
perspectives: first, from the standpoint of predictions made in the questionnaire
described earlier. (Here, however, it is possible that the remoteness of the respon-
dents from the actual situation, and the difficulty of conveying to them the con-
crete details of the experiment, could account for the serious underestimation of
obedience.)

But the results were also unexpected to persons who observed the experiment in
progress, through one-way mirrors. Observers often uttered expressions of disbelief
HPon seeing a subject administer more powerful shocks to the victim. These per-
S0ns had a full acquaintance with the details of the situation, and yet systematically
underestimated the amount of obedience that subjects would display.

The second unanticipated effect was the extraordinary tension generated by the

'Focedl"es. One might suppose that a subject would simply break off or continue
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