
Lyrics for: Milgram's 37 (we do what we're told)- Peter Gabriel  
 

we do what we're told 
told to do 

 

one doubt 
one voice 
one war 

one truth 
one dream 



 
 

The Milgram studies (1963) 
 
 
 Aim: To investigate how obedient 

people would be in a situation where 
following orders would mean 

breaking participants’ moral codes 
and harming another person 



Key Study – Obedience 
Milgram (1963) 

• Aim - To investigate how far people will obey authority (even when it means hurting 
someone)  

• Method – 40 men volunteered for a study about learning and memory. Participant and 
confederate drew lots to see who would be teacher or learner = fixed – participant was 
always the teacher. Learner = apparently wired to electric shock generator in next room. 
Participant taught them word pairs. Every time they gave an incorrect answer, 
participant to administer an increasing level of shock from 15 volts to 450 volts. 
(Confederate received no shocks but acted as if did). Above 300 volts the learner did 
not respond. If participant stopped, the experimenter in a lab coat ordered them to 
continue. 

• Results – Psychologists predicted about 1% would administer the highest shock. 65% of 
participants administered 450volts, none stopped before 300volts. Many participants 
showed signs of stress during the experiment.  

• Conclusion – Ordinary people obey orders even when they are acting against their 
conscience and hurting someone else. 

• Evaluation – Experimental validity (some argue participants didn’t really believe giving 
electric shocks, just going along with experimenter’s expectations (shows demand 
characteristics), Low ecological validity (unlikely to face this situation in real life!), 
Ethical issues (no informed consent, used deception, not informed of right to withdraw, 
may have caused psychological distress.  



OBEDIENCE 

Milgram (1974) wrote ‘Gas chambers were built, 
death camps were guarded, daily quotas of 
corpses were produced with the same efficiency 
as the manufacture of appliances.’ 



Procedure  

• Milgram advertised for male volunteers to take part in a memory experiment for a fee of 4$.  
• 40 participants were involved.  
• The experiment took place in a university 
• The participants were told they would be either a teacher or a learner. 
• Participants were introduced to “Mr Wallace”, a fellow participant (actually an actor working 

for Milgram. 
• Participants were always the teacher, “Mr Wallace” was always the learner. 
• “Mr Wallace” was strapped on a chair and asked to complete a memory task. 
• Every time Wallace made a mistake, Milgram ordered the participant to give him an electric 

shock. 
• The level of the shock to be given increased at each mistake. 
• The shock levels were labelled from 0 to 450 volts and were labelled “danger! Severe shock” 

and at 450 volts “XXX”. 
• The learner (the actor) screamed and shouted at the increasing of the shocks and eventually 

collapsed. 
• When participant protested, Milgram told them “the experiment requires that you continue”. 

 



Milgram Experiment Video 

http://www.learner.org/discoveringpsychology/19/e19expand.html?pop=yes?pop=yes&pid=1516




Findings  
• All participants gave Mr Wallace at least 300 volts. 
• 65% went all the distance, giving the full 450 volts 

lethal shock, apparently killing Mr Wallace! 
• Most of the participants protested and some wept 

and begged in their distress, however they felt they 
couldn’t stop when ordered to continue. 

• The minority of participants who defied Milgram 
showed particular signs of stress as they agonised 
over their decision; however, this disappeared once 
they made their decision to disobey.  

 
 
 



Factors in Destructive Obedience 

• Several factors increase a person’s tendency to 
obey an authority: 
– Legitimacy of the authority 
– Social isolation 
– Gradual commitment 
– ‘Buffers’ between aggressor & victim 
– Justifying obedience 



Legitimacy of the authority 

• More likely to obey a credible and legitimate 
authority figure. (white coat, lab, uniform) 

• Obedience levels reduced when conducted in 
a run down office or when someone other 
than the experimenter was giving the orders 



Social Isolation 

• More likely to obey when isolated 

 

• When Milgram put the ppts with confeds who 
didn’t obey only 10% of ppts gave the 450V 
shock 

• Social support reduces obedience 



Gradual Commitment 

• As ppts have already given lower-level shocks 
it is hard to resist the request to give higher 
shocks 

• Having committed themselves to a course of 
action, it became difficult for ppts to change 
their mind later. 

• ‘Foot- in- the –door’ method of persuasion 



Agency Theory (Milgram, 1963) 

• People have two ways of acting 

– Autonomous – they direct their own behavior, 
and take responsibility for the results 

– Agentic – they allow someone else to direct their 
behavior, and assume that responsibility passes to 
that person 

 

 



Agentic shift theory: 

• When we act as the agent of someone in authority 
we find it easy to deny personal responsibility for our 
actions (lack autonomy) - just following orders or just 
doing our job.  

• E.g. Nazi soldiers in the war- One guard at his trial in 
Nuremberg famously quoted he was not to blame as 
he was doing as he was told therefore he should not 
be held accountable. 

 

 

 

 

 



Agency Theory 

• We act agentically when the situation or social 
role we are in seems to demand it 

• E.g. when given an order by someone wearing 
a uniform 

 



The Role of Buffers: 

• If you were asked to press the button to 
release weapons of mass destruction onto 
another country, this would be easier than 
asking you to pull the trigger of a gun WHY?? 

• you would not have to see the consequences 
of your actions.. 

• the distance acts as a buffer.  



Justifying Obedience 

• Teachers told their involvement would help science 
(find out about how to improve memory) 

• If they refused to continue told ‘the experiment 
requires it’ .. 

• People appear willing to surrender their freedom of 
action in the belief they are serving a justifiable 
cause (e.g. Nazi propaganda – Jews a danger to all 
Germans, Japanese hatred for Chinese – Nan-King 
massacre) 



Response to Milgram’s study 

• Against the study: 

1. Caused distress to subjects (one had a 
seizure, and all could have suffered 
psychological damage 

2. Deceived subjects as to the true nature of 
the experiment, did not receive informed 
consent. 

3. Abused rights of subjects.  Those who 
wanted to leave were told to continue. 

 



Response to Milgram’s study 

• In support of the study: 
1. Results were completely unexpected, Milgram 

states that temporary excitement is not the 
same as harm. 

2. Subjects could have left, they were not 
physically restrained. 

3.  Subjects were completely debriefed, and shown 
an unharmed “learner”.  84% said that they 
were glad to be a part of the experiment, and 
psychiatric  examinations of participants showed 
no signs of harm.   

 



Milgram’s Obedience experiment 

• Would this experiment garner the same 
results if repeated in 2011? 

• WOULD this be allowed in 2011?   

• Would it have to be modified at all to gain 
approval in 2011?  What changes would most 
likely be made?  



The Science of Evil 



Conclusion  

• The power of authority 
on our behavior is much 
higher than what we 
would imagine. 

• The participants, 
although very stressed 
by the situation, felt 
they had no choice but 
to obey. 


