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Understanding Stanley Milgram and His Impact on AP
Psychology

Stanley Milgram is a name that resonates deeply within the field of psychology, particularly in the
context of social psychology and ethical considerations in research. His most famous experiment,
conducted in the early 1960s, has become a cornerstone of AP Psychology curricula worldwide. This
article will delve into Milgram’s background, his groundbreaking experiment, its implications, and its
relevance to today's understanding of human behavior.

Background of Stanley Milgram

Stanley Milgram was born on August 15, 1933, in New York City to a Jewish family that had emigrated
from Eastern Europe. He attended Queens College, where he developed an interest in psychology,
eventually earning a Ph.D. from Yale University in 1960. Milgram's academic journey was marked by
his fascination with authority and obedience, themes that would later define his most notable work.

Milgram's research emerged during a time of significant social upheaval. The aftermath of World War
II had left many questioning how ordinary people could commit atrocious acts. The trial of Adolf
Eichmann, a key organizer of the Holocaust, further fueled this inquiry, prompting Milgram to explore
the psychological mechanisms behind obedience to authority.

The Obedience Experiment

Overview of the Experiment

Milgram's obedience experiment, conducted at Yale University in 1961, sought to understand how far
individuals would go in obeying an authority figure, even when such orders conflicted with their
personal conscience. The study involved three primary roles: the experimenter (authority figure), the
teacher (participant), and the learner (a confederate who pretended to be shocked).

Participants believed they were part of a study on learning and memory. They were instructed to
administer increasingly severe electric shocks to the learner for each incorrect answer given. The
shocks ranged from 15 volts to a potentially lethal 450 volts, though no real shocks were ever
administered.



Methodology

The methodology of Milgram's study can be summarized in the following steps:

1. Recruitment: Participants were recruited through newspaper ads, offering payment for participation
in a study on learning.
2. Setup: Upon arrival, participants were introduced to the learner and the experimenter. They drew
lots to determine their roles, but the draw was rigged so that the participant was always assigned the
teacher role.
3. Shock Administration: As the learner answered questions incorrectly, the teacher was instructed to
administer shocks, with the learner feigning increasing pain and distress.
4. Prods from the Authority: When participants expressed hesitation, the experimenter would prod
them with phrases like, “Please continue,” or “The experiment requires that you continue.”

Results of the Experiment

The results of the experiment were shocking. A significant majority of participants—65%—continued
to the highest shock level of 450 volts, despite hearing the learner’s apparent screams of pain. This
outcome highlighted a startling aspect of human nature: the willingness to comply with authority
even when it contradicts moral beliefs.

Implications of Milgram's Findings

Milgram’s experiment has far-reaching implications in numerous fields including psychology,
sociology, and ethics. The findings challenge the assumption that only certain types of people are
capable of committing harmful acts and suggest that situational factors can heavily influence
behavior.

Understanding Obedience

Milgram's work provided crucial insights into obedience:

- Authority Influence: The experiment demonstrated that people are highly susceptible to obeying
authority figures, even when it involves harm to others.
- Situational Context: The context in which orders are given plays a significant role in determining
whether individuals will comply with harmful directives.
- Moral Disengagement: The ability to distance oneself from the consequences of one’s actions is a
key factor in obedience.

Ethical Considerations

Milgram's study has also sparked significant ethical debates. Critics argue that the emotional distress



experienced by participants raises questions about the ethics of deception and the psychological
harm caused by the experiment. Consequently, Milgram's work led to the establishment of stricter
ethical guidelines in psychological research, ensuring participant welfare and informed consent.

Relevance in Contemporary Psychology

Milgram’s findings remain relevant in contemporary discussions surrounding authority, compliance,
and moral responsibility. The experiment is frequently referenced in various contexts, including:

- Military and Law Enforcement: Understanding obedience and authority dynamics can provide insight
into behavior in high-stress situations, such as combat or police actions.
- Corporate Culture: Milgram’s findings are applicable in examining how corporate hierarchy affects
employee behavior and decision-making.
- Social Movements: The study offers a lens through which to analyze how individuals within groups
may follow leaders or ideologies, sometimes leading to harmful outcomes.

Modern Interpretations and Replications

In the decades since Milgram's original study, numerous replications and reinterpretations have
emerged. These studies often explore variations in methodology, such as the effects of proximity to
the victim or the presence of dissenting peers. For instance, studies have shown that when
participants could see the learner, obedience rates dropped significantly, indicating that physical
distance can desensitize individuals to the suffering of others.

Additionally, researchers have examined the effects of cultural differences on obedience, revealing
that social norms and values can influence individuals' responses to authority figures.

Conclusion

Stanley Milgram’s work has left an indelible mark on the field of psychology, particularly in
understanding obedience and the complexities of human behavior in the presence of authority. His
experiments not only shed light on why ordinary people may commit extraordinary acts but also
raised critical ethical concerns that have shaped modern psychological research practices. As AP
Psychology students engage with Milgram’s findings, they gain essential insights into the delicate
balance between authority, morality, and personal responsibility—lessons that remain profoundly
relevant in both academic and real-world contexts.

In a world where authority dynamics continue to shape our actions and beliefs, Milgram's legacy
serves as a vital reminder to critically examine the forces that influence our decisions.

Frequently Asked Questions



What was the main purpose of Stanley Milgram's obedience
experiments?
The main purpose was to investigate the extent to which individuals would obey an authority figure,
even when asked to perform actions that conflicted with their personal conscience.

What was the setup of Milgram's original experiment?
Participants were instructed to administer electric shocks to a 'learner' (who was actually an actor)
whenever the learner answered questions incorrectly, testing their willingness to obey authority.

What ethical concerns arose from Milgram's experiments?
The experiments raised significant ethical concerns regarding the psychological stress inflicted on
participants, deception involved in the study, and the lack of informed consent.

How did Milgram's findings change the understanding of
human behavior in psychology?
Milgram's findings highlighted the powerful influence of authority on behavior, showing that ordinary
people could commit acts against their morals under pressure, thus contributing to discussions on
moral responsibility.

What was the percentage of participants who administered
the maximum shock in Milgram's study?
About 65% of participants administered the maximum shock level of 450 volts, demonstrating a high
level of obedience to authority.

How did Milgram's experiment relate to historical events,
such as the Holocaust?
Milgram's research was partly inspired by the actions of individuals during the Holocaust, raising
questions about how ordinary people can commit atrocities when following orders from authority
figures.

What were some variations of Milgram's original experiment,
and what did they reveal?
Variations included changing the location, proximity of the authority figure, and the presence of
dissenting peers, which showed that obedience decreased when the authority figure was less present
or when peers resisted.

What are some real-world applications of Milgram's findings?
Milgram's findings have applications in understanding compliance in various contexts, such as the
military, corporate environments, and situations involving ethical dilemmas.



What legacy did Stanley Milgram leave in the field of
psychology?
Milgram's experiments continue to be a cornerstone in the study of social psychology, influencing
research on obedience, authority, and ethical standards in psychological research.
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