© BEHAVIORAL STUDY OF OBEDIENCE &

~ Qbedience 1s the psychological mechanism that links individual

sion 10 political purpose. It is the dispositional cement that binds

- to systems of authority. Facts of recent history and observation

-*ﬁ:ﬂaﬂ}’ life suggest that for many persons obedience may be a deeply
. ined behavior tendency, indeed, a proponent impulse overriding

 gaining in ethics, sympathy, and moral conduct. C. P. Snow (1961)
points to its importance when he writes:
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Yale University When you think of the long and gloomy history of man, you
will find more hideous crimes have been committed in the
name of obedience than have ever been committed in the
name of rebellion. If you doubt that, read William Shirer’s
“Rise and Fall of the Third Reich.” The German Officer Corps
were brought up in the most rigorous code of obedience . . .
in the name of obedience they were party to, and assisted in,
the most wicked large scale actions in the history of the world

[p. 24].

While the particular form of obedience dealt with in the present
i study has its antecedents in these episodes, it must not be thought all
obedience entails acts of aggression against others. Obedience serves
numerous productive functions. Indeed, the very life of society is
. llffbdicated on its existence. Obedience may be ennobling and educa-
live and refer to acts of charity and kindness, as well as destruction.

Why do people commit acts of atrocity when ordered t
by an authority figure? What influences such behavior
specifically, Stanley Milgram wanted to know under wi
cumstances individuals would electrocute a fellow
being. Milgram’s classic study provides some of t
insights into the social psychology of obedience. For
ple, he discovered, succumbing to authority is much
than we might expect.

Obedience is as basic an element in the structure o
one can point to. Some system of authority is a req
all communal living, and it is only the man dwelling in
is not forced to respond, through defiance or submiss
commands of others. Obedience, as a determinant of bel
particular relevance to our time. It has been reliably esta
from 1935-45 millions of innocent persons were

slaughtered on command. Gas chambers were built, ¢
were guarded, daily quotas of corpses were produced
efficiency as the manufacture of appliances. These inhu
may have originated in the mind of a single person, but
only be carried out on a massive scale if a very large nu
sons obeyed orders.

General Procedure

:sl:l?cedure was devised which seems useful as a tool for studying

d_le_nce (Milgram, 1961). It consists of ordering a naive subject to
- ter electric shock to a victim. A simulated shock generator is
b » With 30 clearly marked voltage levels that range from 15 to 450
-kThe instrument bears verbal designations that range from Slight
e to Danger: Severe Shock. The responses of the victim, who is
~Mined confederate of the experimenter, are standardized. The
. to administer shocks are given to the naive subject in the con-

* Of L . . n .
a “learning experiment” ostensibly set up to study the effects
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