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 Was the Milgram experiment the most SHOCKING psychological experiment? 

1 Many fascinating social psychology experiments were carried 
out in the 1950s, 60 and 70s.  Perhaps the most shocking of all, 
however – literally - was the Milgram experiment.     
  

 

2 The Milgram experiment was a series of experiments, 
conducted by psychologist Stanley Milgram, that began in 1961. 
The experiment tested how obedient people were to authority – 
whether they would follow orders to harm other people. 
   

 
 

3 Wikipedia explains that the participants in the Milgram experiment believed 
that they were taking part in an experiment to measure the effect of 
punishment on people’s ability to learn. 
 
They were deceived, however.  The experiment was designed to measure 
participants’ willingness to obey an “authority figure” –who told them to 
perform actions that conflicted – or should have done - with their 
consciences.   
 
Stanley Milgram claimed that he devised the study to attempt to explain the 
psychology of genocide and answer the question:  
 
"Could it be that people who committed atrocities during the Holocaust were 
simply following orders?”   
 
Some people have expressed doubts about both the findings of the 
experiment and its real purpose.   
I will come back to this. 
 
The people who took part were told by the experiment leader to give electric 
shocks to other people, who they could not see because they were in a 
different room.  They could, however, hear them when they cried out in 
response to the “shocks”.  The participants were able to increase the voltage 
of the “electric shocks” - which were not real – until they believed that they 
were inflicting shocks at dangerously high - and potentially even fatal - 
levels. 
 
“A Personal Account of the Milgram Obedience Experiments” by Joseph 
Dimow, a study participant, reported that before the experiment began, 
Milgram sought predictions from people including psychiatrists, professors 
and students.  These people predicted that almost all the subjects would 
refuse to obey the orders from the experimenter.   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Milgram_experiment
https://jewishcurrents.org/resisting-authority
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The psychiatrists predicted that most subjects would not administer “electric 
shocks” of above 150 volts, the point where the victim first asked for the 
experiment to be ended.  They expected that only 4% would go up to 300 
volts - and only a “pathological fringe” of about one in a thousand would go 
all the way and administer the highest “electric shock.” 
 
The reported findings from the Milgram experiment, however, found that a 
very high proportion of people fully obeyed the instructions to give electric 
shocks to other people, albeit some doing so reluctantly.   
 
The experiment was repeated in other places.  Results were worst [the 
highest percentage of testers went all the way to 450 volts] with a group of 
nurses.  
Comforting, that. 
Not… 
 
The experiments were repeated in Princeton, Munich, Rome, South Africa, 
and Australia, with levels of obedience registering even higher - in Munich, 
85% of the subjects were obedient to the very end. 
 
“Obedience,” the Milgram Experiment 1962 Full Documentary, is a 44minute 
documentary about the experiment that can be watched online.  Along with 
many other videos about the experiment, for anyone short of time there is 
also a much shorter [9 minute] documentary online called Milgram 
Experiment Proves We Blindly Obey Authority. 
 
The experiment was repeated many times around the globe, with fairly 
consistent results and some of the replications are described by Psynso in 
their article about the Milgram Experiment, under the heading “Replications 
and variations.” 
 

4 Professor Robert J Shiller has offered some fascinating interpretations, 
described in Wikipedia’s article the Milgram experiment, of why most people 
obey orders even when they know – or at least believe - that doing so will 
harm people.    
 
Milgram himself had two theories about why – these were conformism and 
the agentic state theory.  Conformism was based on Solomon Asch’s 
conformity experiments, which found that people who did not have the 
ability or expertise to make decisions, especially in a crisis, will leave 
decision-making to the group and its hierarchy.  The agentic state theory is 
that people view themselves as instruments for carrying out another person's 
wishes - consequently, they no longer see themselves as responsible for 
their actions.  Once this critical shift of viewpoint occurs in a person’s mind, 
obedience follows. 
 
Shiller’s theories, on the other hand, were that people have learned that, 
when experts tell them something is all right, it probably is - even if it does 
not seem so to them.  So, in the Milgram experiment, the experimenter was 
indeed correct - it was all right to give the "electric shocks" – because the 
shocks were not real - even though most of the study participants did not 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rdrKCilEhC0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9DxSKTSoA_E
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9DxSKTSoA_E
https://psynso.com/milgram-experiment/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Milgram_experiment#Interpretations
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Asch_conformity_experiments
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Asch_conformity_experiments
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suspect that this was the reason why it was all right.  But this theory doesn’t 
appear to explain the Holocaust. 
 
Interesting…  
More interesting still, however, is a different theory – one based on the 
concept of belief perseverance – in other words: 
 
The belief that an authority is benevolent perseveres in people’s minds, even in 
the face of overwhelming evidence that the authority is malevolent. 
A similar theory – the idealism of scientific inquiry – that could explain why the 
people in the Milgram study obeyed orders, received some support from a 
2009 episode of the BBC series Horizon, in which the Milgram experiment 
was replicated.  Of twelve participants, only three refused to keep giving the 
“shocks.” 
 
Social psychologist Clifford Stott suggested that the idealism of scientific 
inquiry was the driving force behind the volunteers doing what they were told 
to do.  Stott described the influence of the study leaders on the participants 
as an ideological influence – he argued that the idealism of scientific inquiry 
was about what the participants believed science to be - positive – 
something that produced findings and knowledge that benefited society. 
 
Three other social psychologists - Alexander Haslam, Stephen Reicher and 
Megan Birney – suggested a similar explanation – "engaged followership."  
They theorised that people are less likely to follow the “prods” of an 
experiment leader if the “prods” resemble an order.  However, when the prod 
stresses how important the experiment is to science, people are more likely 
to obey. 
 
“Engaged followership" involves people not simply obeying the orders of a 
leader, but instead being willing to continue the experiment because of their 
desire to support the leader’s scientific goals.  Interestingly, it also relies on a 
lack of identification with the “victim” of the electric shocks. 
 
A neuroscientific study supports this perspective by discovering that 
watching the “victim” receive electric shocks does not activate the brain 
regions that involve empathic concerns. 
 
A recent analysis of why people do what they are told – one that 
incorporates the events of the last two years - is presented brilliantly by Dave 
Cullen in a video called Three Experiments That Explain Conformity and 
Groupthink.  The Milgram experiment is the last of the three psychology 
studies analysed in this video. 
 
More detail can be found in Wikipedia’s article on the Milgram experiment. 
    

5 Social psychology experiments of this era often attract criticism over their 
ethics – and no wonder!  By definition, the Milgram experiment could not 
offer informed consent to the people who took part, because the experiment 
depended on them being deceived.  The participants volunteered to be part 
of an experiment – BUT they weren’t told that THEY were being 

https://www.bitchute.com/video/2MmTs4o8YZ2n
https://www.bitchute.com/video/2MmTs4o8YZ2n
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Milgram_experiment#Interpretations
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experimented on.  If they had known they were the “lab rats,” the experiment 
would have been pointless. 
 
Specifically, social psychology experiments like this one have often raised 
questions about research ethics due to the extreme emotional stress and 
inflicted insight suffered by study participants.  Inflicted insight is the insight 
into one’s own flaws that often results from those flaws being revealed by 
the experiment.   
 
This insight will often be unexpected, especially given that participants have 
often been deceived as to the nature of the experiment. 
 
In 1964 a brief but influential article by Diana Baumrind, "Some Thoughts on 
Ethics of Research: After Reading Milgram's' Behavioural Study of 
Obedience” appeared in the American Psychologist.  Baumrind's criticisms of 
the treatment of participants in Milgram's studies led to a thorough revision 
of ethical standards in psychological research. She argued that, even though 
Milgram obtained informed consent, he was still ethically responsible to 
ensure the participants’ wellbeing - that, when participants displayed signs of 
distress such as sweating and trembling, the experimenter should have 
stepped in and stopped the experiment. 
 
Milgram defended himself against the ethical criticism his experiments 
provoked in his 1974 book “Obedience to Authority: An Experimental View” by 
arguing that his study’s findings were disturbing because they revealed 
unwelcome truths about human nature.  Many people who took part 
discovered that they were capable of committing acts of extreme violence 
against other people.   
 
But, I say, isn’t it better to know that, in certain circumstances, we will behave in 
a certain way?   
Isn’t it only by knowing that we can guard against behaving in a way that is 
harmful to other people and morally repugnant? 
Isn’t this “a case of the truth will set you free?” 
 
It appears that most study participants thought so.  Although many suffered 
from prolonged anxiety, 84% said later that they were "glad" or "very glad" to 
have taken part.   
 
One former participant in particular, six years after the Milgram experiment - 
at the height of the Vietnam War - wrote to Milgram to explain why he was 
glad to have participated - despite the stress.  He wrote: 
 
“While I was a subject in 1964, though I believed that I was hurting someone, I 
was totally unaware of why I was doing so.  
Few people ever realise when they are acting according to their own beliefs and 
when they are meekly submitting to authority ...  
… To permit myself to be drafted with the understanding that I am submitting to 
authority's demand to do something very wrong would make me frightened of 
myself ...  
… I am fully prepared to go to jail if I am not granted Conscientious Objector 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Milgram_experiment#Ethics
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Milgram_experiment#Ethics
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Inflicted_insight
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Milgram_experiment#Ethics
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Milgram_experiment#Ethics
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status.  Indeed, it is the only course I could take to be faithful to what I believe…” 
 

6 I said above that some people have expressed doubts about both the 
findings of the Milgram experiment – and its real purpose.   
. 
Concerning the findings, the Wikipedia article, under the heading of “Validity,” 
claims that in 2012 a psychologist called Gina Perry investigated Milgram's 
data and writings and concluded that Milgram had manipulated the results.   
 
Perry claimed that there was a "troubling mismatch between published 
descriptions of the experiment and evidence of what actually took place, 
writing that: 
 
"only half of the people who undertook the experiment fully believed it was real 
and of those, 66% disobeyed the experimenter." 
 
In support of Milgram’s findings, of course, there are the replications of his 
experiment - a point made in a book review that was critical of Gina Perry's 
findings, which said: 
 
"…there have been well over a score, not just several, replications or slight 
variations on Milgram’s basic experimental procedure, and these have been 
performed in many different countries, several different settings and using 
different types of victims.   
And most, although certainly not all of these experiments have tended to lend 
weight to Milgram's original findings." 
 
As for the study’s real purpose…  there is a fascinating account by Joseph 
[Joe] Dimow, the study participant: “A Personal Account of the Milgram 
Obedience Experiments” published by “Jewish Currents.” 
 
Dimow begins his article about his own Milgram experiment experience by 
asking: 
 
“When is it proper to refuse to obey authority figures, even if they have been 
democratically chosen for their positions?” 
 
What a great question! 
 
Dimow claims that he had suspicions about the true nature of the 
experiment, almost from the beginning, saying that when he was given 
instructions to deliver a "mild" electric shock to the “learner” as punishment: 
 
“This struck me as bizarre, and although the instructions were in accord with 
what we had been told, I wondered if something else was going on.” 
 
What makes a minority of people aware in this way, I ask?   
 
Dimow presents some compelling answers to this question later in his article. 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Milgram_experiment#Validity
https://jewishcurrents.org/resisting-authority
https://jewishcurrents.org/resisting-authority
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He explained that the "professor" had two participants, Dimow and another 
man – a stranger to him - “draw straws” to decide their roles of “teacher” and 
“learner.” 
 
The professor, however, wouldn’t show the two straws to the men.  All a bit 
cloak and dagger – as Dimow wrote: 
 
“I hadn't seen either straw, and my doubts became suspicions that I was being 
deceived.” 
 
Dimow asked the professor some questions about the danger to the “learner” 
from the electric shocks.  He was told, there was no danger and so: 
    
“With some trepidation on my part, we began the experiment.  After a few 
shocks, the learner let out an "Ouch!" and I asked if he was okay.  He said he 
was, but after the next shock, his complaint became louder.   
I said I would stop. The "professor" told me to continue, and the learner said he 
was ready to go on, too.  
I went on for two or three more shocks.  With each, the learner's cry of pain 
became louder - and then he asked to stop, and I refused to go any further.” 
 
Dimow told the “professor” what he thought – that he believed the 
experiment was really about how far Dimow would go with following orders 
and the learner was an accomplice.   
 
He asked the professor if the experiment was designed to see if ordinary 
Americans would obey immoral orders, as many Germans did during the Nazi 
period.  
 
In answer to the professor’s question -  what made him think the experiment 
was not the way it had been described? - Dimow said his suspicions were 
aroused by the way the straws were handled, the idea they would risk 
shocking someone and the fact that the professor had not once gone to 
check on how the “learner” was after being given electric shocks.  
 
The professor explained that Dimow would receive a report about the 
experiment.  The report confirmed that he was right - the experiment was 
indeed designed to see how far people would go in obeying orders to 
administer pain to others.  It had arisen from the desire to understand the 
widespread obedience to the horrendous and brutal orders in Nazi Germany.  
 
I said above that Dimow presented some compelling answers to the question 
of why he was aware that he was being deceived by the experimenter. 
He wrote, in retrospect, that he believed his upbringing in a socialist-oriented 
family with a class struggle view of society taught him something about 
“authorities.”  It taught him that they  
often had a different view of right and wrong  
from his own.  
 
Also, in the 1950s, he had been trailed by the FBI and - along with other 
leaders of the Communist Party – had been arrested and convicted.  He had 
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nearly gone to jail, but fortunately, his conviction was overturned on appeal.  
 
Dimow believed that these and other experiences later enabled him to stand 
up to “authority” in the experiment.  He is self-aware enough to question 
himself, however, about whether he would have refused to follow orders if 
the authority figure had been a "Party leader" instead of a "professor."  He likes 
to think he would have disobeyed in such a scenario because he was never a 
stereotypical Party doctrine "true believer” - one of the reasons, among 
others, that he left the Communist Party in the late 1950s.  
 

7 While Courage to Refuse can only come from within ourselves, practical 
strategies for resisting illegitimate, unlawful or just plain wrong orders from 
“authorities” are always useful. 
 
Now, these of course can come from all sorts of external sources.   
 
Here are four specific and preventive actions among others that people can 
take when confronted by “orders” from “authority” – whether in an 
experiment or anywhere else: 
 
If you are part of a group ordered to carry out immoral actions, find an ally 
in the group who shares your perceptions and is willing to join you in 
opposing the objectionable commands 
It is tremendously difficult to be a lone dissenter, not only because of the strong 
human need to belong, but also because compliance by other people makes 
the commands seem acceptable and leads you to question your own judgment. 
 
This is excellent counsel but it does rely on external factors – finding 
someone else who is also aware that the “orders” should not be followed – 
someone else, too, with the Courage to Refuse. 
 
Happily, the remaining three strategies do not rely on such external factors 
and can be applied at all times: 
 
Question the authority's legitimacy 
We often give too much leeway to people who project a commanding presence 
- either in their demeanour or how they are dressed - and follow their orders - 
even in contexts in which their authority is irrelevant. 
 
Don't even begin to comply with commands you feel even slightly uneasy 
about 
Acquiescence to the commands of an “authority” that are only mildly 
objectionable is often, as in Milgram's experiments, the beginning of a step-by-
step, escalating process of entrapment.  
The farther one moves along the continuum of increasingly destructive acts, the 
harder it is to extract oneself from the commanding authority's grip - because to 
do so is to confront the fact that the earlier acts of compliance were wrong. 
 
Probably the most important strategy of all – one to keep in mind at all times 
– is this one. 
 



Magazine: Tetbury CONNECT  
 

8 | P a g e  
 

When instructed to carry out an act you find abhorrent, even by a legitimate 
authority, stop and ask yourself: "Is this something I would do on my own 
initiative?"  
The answer may well be "No," because, according to Milgram, moral 
considerations play a role in acts carried out under one's own steam, but not 
when they come from an “authority’s” commands. 
 
While I would love to take credit for these positive strategies of 
disobedience, I can’t.  Instead, they come from an online article Obeying and 
Resisting Malevolent Orders which was published by a somewhat 
unexpected source - the American Psychological Association. 
 
In the words of Joseph Dimow, from whom I have borrowed the wonderful 
phrase Courage to Refuse, we should not be shocked by the Milgram study.  
Sorry – had to be done. 
 
We should not even be surprised, because, as he wrote: 
 
“… Most people unquestioningly obey orders from authorities, and refusal is 
unusual.   
As children, after all, we are taught to obey our parents, teachers, employers 
and law enforcement officers.   
Perhaps that is why examples of refusal to obey immoral orders excite my 
admiration.  
…the results of the Milgram experiment demonstrate how rare and heroic is the 
"Courage to Refuse." 
 

 CONNECT’S Maxim and Oath 
Connect is only interested in finding and sharing the TRUTH. 

In search of that TRUTH, we only pose questions – we have no answers. 
 

 By: Helen King 
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