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OBEDIENCE serves numerous productive func-
tions in society. It may be ennobling and edu-
cative and entail acts of charity and kindness.

Yet the problem of destructive obedience, because it is
the most disturbing expression of obedience in our time,
and because it is the most perplexing, merits intensive
study.

In its most general terms, the problem of destructive
obedience may be defined thus: If X tells Y to hurt Z,
under what conditions will Y carry out the command
of X, and under what conditions will he refuse? In the
concrete setting of a laboratory, the question may as-
sume this form: If an experimenter tells a subject to
act against another person, under what conditions will
the subject go along with the instruction, and under
what conditions will he refuse to obey?

A simple procedure was devised for studying obedi-
ence (Milgram, 1963). A person comes to the labora-
tory, and in the context of a learning experiment, he is
told to give increasingly severe electric shocks to an-
other person. (The other person is an actor, who does
not really receive any shocks.) The experimenter tells
the subject to continue stepping up the shock level,
even to the point of reaching the level marked "Dan-
ger: Severe Shock." The purpose of the experiment is
to see how far the naive subject will proceed before he
refuses to comply with the experimenter's instructions.
Behavior prior to this rupture is considered "obedience"
in that the subject does what the experimenter tells
him to do. The point of rupture is the act of dis-
obedience. Once the basic procedure is established, it
becomes possible to vary conditions of the experiment,
to learn under what circumstances obedience to au-
thority is most probable, and under what conditions de-
fiance is brought to the fore (Milgram, in press).

The results of the experiment (Milgram, 1963)
showed, first, that it is more difficult for many people
to defy the experimenter's authority than was generally
supposed. A substantial number of subjects go through

to the end of the shock board. The second finding is
that the situation often places a person in considerable
conflict. In the course of the experiment, subjects
fidget, sweat, and sometimes break out into nervous
fits of laughter. On the one hand, subjects want to aid
the experimenter; and on the other hand, they do not
want to shock the learner. The conflict is expressed in
nervous reactions.

In a recent issue of American Psychologist, Diana
Baumrind (1964) raised a number of questions con-
cerning the obedience report. Baumrind expressed con-
cern for the welfare of subjects who served in the ex-
periment, and wondered whether adequate measures
were taken to protect the participants. She also ques-
tioned the adequacy of the experimental design.

Patently, "Behavioral Study of Obedience" did not
contain all the information needed for an assessment of
the experiment. But it is clearly indicated in the ref-
erences and footnotes (pp. 373, 378) that this was only
one of a series of reports on the experimental program,
and Baumrind's article was deficient in information that
could have been obtained easily. I thank the editor for
allotting space in this journal to review this informa-
tion, to amplify it, and to discuss some of the issues
touched on by Baumrind.

At the outset, Baumrind confuses the unanticipated
outcome of an experiment with its basic procedure.
She writes, for example, as if the production of stress
in our subjects was an intended and deliberate effect of
the experimental manipulation. There are many labo-
ratory procedures specifically designed to create stress
(Lazarus, 1964), but the obedience paradigm was not
one of them. The extreme tension induced in some
subjects was unexpected. Before conducting the experi-
ment, the procedures were discussed with many col-
leagues, and none anticipated the reactions that subse-
quently took place. Foreknowledge of results can never
be the invariable accompaniment of an experimental
probe. Understanding grows because we examine situa-
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tions in which the end is unknown. An investigator un-
willing to accept this degree of risk must give up the
idea of scientific inquiry.

Moreover, there was every reason to expect, prior to
actual experimentation, that subjects would refuse to
follow the experimenter's instructions beyond the point
where the victim protested; many colleagues and psy-
chiatrists were questioned on this point, and they virtu-
ally all felt this would be the case. Indeed, to initiate
an experiment in which the critical measure hangs on
disobedience, one must start with a belief in certain
spontaneous resources in men that enable them to over-
come pressure from authority.

It is true that after a reasonable number of subjects
had been exposed to the procedures, it became evident
that some would go to the end of the shock board, and
some would experience stress. That point, it seems to
me, is the first legitimate juncture at which one could
even start to wonder whether or not to abandon the
study. But momentary excitement is not the same as
harm. As the experiment progressed there was no indi-
cation of injurious effects in the subjects; and as the
subjects themselves strongly endorsed the experiment,
the judgment I made was to continue the investigation.

Is not Baumrind's criticism based as much on the un-
anticipated findings as on the method? The findings
were that some subjects performed in what appeared
to be a shockingly immoral way. If, instead, every one
of the subjects had broken off at "slight shock," or at
the first sign of the learner's discomfort, the results
would have been pleasant, and reassuring, and who
would protest?

PROCEDURES AND BENEFITS

A most important aspect of the procedure occurred
at the end of the experimental session. A careful post-
experimental treatment was administered to all sub-
jects. The exact content of the dehoax varied from
condition to condition and with increasing experience
on our part. At the very least all subjects were told
that the victim had not received dangerous electric
shocks. Each subject had a friendly reconciliation with
the unharmed victim, and an extended discussion with
the experimenter. The experiment was explained to
the defiant subjects in a way that supported their de-
cision to disobey the experimenter. Obedient subjects
were assured of the fact that their behavior was en-
tirely normal and that their feelings of conflict or ten-
sion were shared by other participants. Subjects were
told that they would receive a comprehensive report at
the conclusion of the experimental series. In some in-
stances, additional detailed and lengthy discussions of
the experiments were also carried out with individual
subjects.

When the experimental series was complete, subjects

TABLE 1

EXCERPT PROM QUESTIONNAIRE USED IN A FOLLOW-UP
STUDY OF THE OBEDIENCE RESEARCH

Now that I have read the report,
and all things considered . . .

1. I am very glad to have been
in the experiment

2. I am glad to have been in the
experiment

3. I am neither sorry nor glad to
have been in the experiment

4. I am sorry to have been in the
experiment

5. I am very sorry to have been
in the experiment

Defiant

40.0%

43,8%

15.3%

0.8%

0.0%

Obedient

47.8%

35.7%

14.8%

0.7%

1.0%

All

43.5%

40.2%

15.1%

0.8%

0.5%

Note—Ninety-two percent of the subjects returned the questionnaire.
The characteristics of the nonrespondents were checked against the
respondents. They differed from the respondents only with regard
to age; younger people were overrepresented in the nonresponding
group.

received a written report which presented details of the
experimental procedure and results. Again their own
part in the experiments was treated in a dignified way
and their behavior in the experiment respected. All
subjects received a follow-up questionnaire regarding
their participation in the research, which again allowed
expression of thoughts and feelings about their behavior.

The replies to the questionnaire confirmed my im-
pression that participants felt positively toward the ex-
periment. In its quantitative aspect (see Table 1),
84% of the subjects stated they were glad to have been
in the experiment; 15% indicated neutral feelings, and
1.3% indicated negative feelings. To be sure, such find-
ings are to be interpreted cautiously, but they cannot
be disregarded.

Further, four-fifths of the subjects felt that more
experiments of this sort should be carried out, and
74% indicated that they had learned something of per-
sonal importance as a result of being in the study. The
results of the interviews, questionnaire responses, and
actual transcripts of the debriefing procedures will be
presented more fully in a forthcoming monograph.

The debriefing and assessment procedures were car-
ried out as a matter of course, and were not stimulated
by any observation of special risk in the experimental
procedure. In my judgment, at no point were subjects
exposed to danger and at no point did they run the
risk of injurious effects resulting from participation. If
it had been otherwise, the experiment would have been
terminated at once.

Baumrind states that, after he has performed in the
experiment, the subject cannot justify his behavior and
must bear the full brunt of his actions. By and large
it does not work this way. The same mechanisms that
allow the subject to perform the act, to obey rather
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than to defy the experimenter, transcend the moment
of performance and continue to justify his behavior for
him. The same viewpoint the subject takes while per-
forming the actions is the viewpoint from which he
later sees his behavior, that is, the perspective of
"carrying out the task assigned by the person in au-
thority."

Because the idea of shocking the victim is repugnant,
there is a tendency among those who hear of the design
to say "people will not do it." When the results are
made known, this attitude is expressed as "if they do
it they will not be able to live with themselves after-
ward." These two forms of denying the experimental
findings are equally inappropriate misreadings of the
facts of human social behavior. Many subjects do, in-
deed, obey to the end, and there is no indication of in-
jurious effects.

The absence of injury is a minimal condition of ex-
perimentation; there can be, however, an important
positive side to participation. Baumrind suggests that
subjects derived no benefit from being in the obedience
study, but this is false. By their statements and actions,
subjects indicated that they had learned a good deal,
and many felt gratified to have taken part in scientific
research they considered to be of significance. A year
after his participation one subject wrote:

This experiment has strengthened my belief that man should
avoid harm to his fellow man even at the risk of violating
authority.

Another stated:

To me, the experiment pointed up ... the extent to which
each individual should have or discover firm ground on
which to base his decisions, no matter how trivial they ap-
pear to be. I think people should think more deeply about
themselves and their relation to their world and to other
people. If this experiment serves to jar people out of com-
placency, it will have served its end.

These statements are illustrative of a broad array of
appreciative and insightful comments by those who
participated.

The S-page report sent to each subject on the com-
pletion of the experimental series was specifically de-
signed to enhance the value of his experience. It layed
out the broad conception of the experimental program
as well as the logic of its design. It described the re-
sults of a dozen of the experiments, discussed the causes
of tension, and attempted to indicate the possible sig-
nificance of the experiment. Subjects responded en-
thusiastically; many indicated a desire to be in further
experimental research. This report was sent to all sub-
jects several years ago. The care with which it was
prepared does not support Baumrind's assertion that
the experimenter was indifferent to the value subjects
derived from their participation.

Baumrind's fear is that participants will be alienated
from psychological experiments because of the intensity
of experience associated with laboratory procedures.
My own observation is that subjects more commonly
respond with distaste to the "empty" laboratory hour,
in which cardboard procedures are employed, and the
only possible feeling upon emerging from the labora-
tory is that one has wasted time in a patently trivial
and useless exercise.

The subjects in the obedience experiment, on the
whole, felt quite differently about their participation.
They viewed the experience as an opportunity to learn
something of importance about themselves, and more
generally, about the conditions of human action.

A year after the experimental program was com-
pleted, I initiated an additional follow-up study. In
this connection an impartial medical examiner, experi-
enced in outpatient treatment, interviewed 40 experi-
mental subjects. The examining psychiatrist focused on
those subjects he felt would be most likely to have
suffered consequences from participation. His aim was
to identify possible injurious effects resulting from the
experiment. He concluded that, although extreme stress
had been experienced by several subjects,

none was found by this interviewer to show signs of having
been harmed by his experience. . . . Each subject seemed to
handle his task [in the experiment] in a manner consistent
with well established patterns of behavior. No evidence
was found of any traumatic reactions.

Such evidence ought to be weighed before judging the
experiment.

OTHER ISSUES

Baumrind's discussion is not limited to the treatment
of subjects, but diffuses to a generalized rejection of
the work.

Baumrind feels that obedience cannot be meaning-
fully studied in a laboratory setting: The reason she
offers is that "The dependent, obedient attitude as-
sumed by most subjects in the experimental setting is
appropriate to that situation [p. 421]." Here, Baum-
rind has cited the very best reason for examining obedi-
ence in this setting, namely that it possesses "ecologi-
cal validity." Here is one social context in which
compliance occurs regularly. Military and job situa-
tions are also particularly meaningful settings for the
study of obedience precisely because obedience is natu-
ral and appropriate to these contexts. I reject Baum-
rind's argument that the observed obedience does not
count because it occurred where it is appropriate. That
is precisely why it does count. A soldier's obedience is
no less meaningful because it occurs in a pertinent
military context. A subject's obedience is no less prob-
lematical because it occurs within a social institution
called the psychological experiment.
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Baumrind writes: "The game is defined by the ex-
perimenter and he makes the rules [p. 421]." It is
true that for disobedience to occur the framework of
the experiment must be shattered. That, indeed, is the
point of the design. That is why obedience and dis-
obedience are genuine issues for the subject. He must
really assert himself as a person against a legitimate
authority.

Further, Baumrind wants us to believe that outside
the laboratory we could not find a comparably high ex-
pression of obedience. Yet, the fact that ordinary citi-
zens are recruited to military service and, on command,
perform far harsher acts against people is beyond dis-
pute. Few of them know or are concerned with the
complex policy issues underlying martial action; fewer
still become conscientious objectors. Good soldiers do
as they are told, and on both sides of the battle line.
However, a debate on whether a higher level of obedi-
ence is represented by (a) killing men in the service of
one's country, or (6) merely shocking them in the serv-
ice of Yale science, is largely unprofitable. The real
question is: What are the forces underlying obedient
action?

Another question raised by Baumrind concerns the
degree of parallel between obedience in the laboratory
and in Nazi Germany. Obviously, there are enormous
differences: Consider the disparity in time scale. The
laboratory experiment takes an hour; the Nazi calamity
unfolded in the space of a decade. There is a great
deal that needs to be said on this issue, and only a few
points can be touched on here.

1. In arguing this matter, Baumrind mistakes the
background metaphor for the precise subject matter of
investigation. The German event was cited to point
up a serious problem in the human situation: the po-
tentially destructive effect of obedience. But the best
way to tackle the problem of obedience, from a scien-
tific standpoint, is in no way restricted by "what hap-
pened exactly" in Germany. What happened exactly
can never be duplicated in the laboratory or anywhere
else. The real task is to learn more about the general
problem of destructive obedience using a workable ap-
proach. Hopefully, such inquiry will stimulate insights
and yield general propositions that can be applied to
a wide variety of situations.

2. One may ask in a general way: How does a man
behave when he is told by a legitimate authority to act
against a third individual? In trying to find an an-
swer to this question, the laboratory situation is one
useful starting point—and for the very reason stated
by Baumrind—namely, the experimenter does consti-
tute a genuine authority for the subject. The fact that
trust and dependence on the experimenter are main-
tained, despite the extraordinary harshness he displays
toward the victim, is itself a remarkable phenomenon.

3. In the laboratory, through a set of rather simple
manipulations, ordinary persons no longer perceived
themselves as a responsible part of the causal chain
leading to action against a person. The means through
which responsibility is cast off, and individuals become
thoughtless agents of action, is of general import.
Other processes were revealed that indicate that the
experiments will help us to understand why men obey.
That understanding will come, of course, by examining
the full account of experimental work and not alone
the brief report in which the procedure and demonstra-
tional results were exposed.

At root, Baumrind senses that it is not proper to test
obedience in this situation, because she construes it as
one in which there is no reasonable alternative to obedi-
ence. In adopting this view, she has lost sight of this
fact: A substantial proportion of subjects do disobey.
By their example, disobedience is shown to be a genuine
possibility, one that is in no sense ruled out by the gen-
eral structure of the experimental situation.

Baumrind is uncomfortable with the high level of
obedience obtained in the first experiment. In the con-
dition she focused on, 65% of the subjects obeyed to
the end. However, her sentiment does not take into
account that within the general framework of the psy-
chological experiment obedience varied enormously
from one condition to the next. In some variations,
90% of the subjects disobeyed. It seems to be not
only the fact of an experiment, but the particular struc-
ture of elements within the experimental situation that
accounts for rates of obedience and disobedience.
And these elements were varied systematically in the
program of research.

A concern with human dignity is based on a respect
for a man's potential to act morally. Baumrind feels
that the experimenter made the subject shock the
victim. This conception is alien to my view. The ex-
perimenter tells the subject to do something. But be-
tween the command and the outcome there is a para-
mount force, the acting person who may obey or dis-
obey. I started with the belief that every person who
came to the laboratory was free to accept or to reject
the dictates of authority. This view sustains a concep-
tion of human dignity insofar as it sees in each man a
capacity for choosing his own behavior. And as it
turned out, many subjects did, indeed, choose to reject
the experimenter's commands, providing a powerful
affirmation of human ideals.

Baumrind also criticizes the experiment on the
grounds that "it could easily effect an alteration in the
subject's . . . ability to trust adult authorities in the
future [p. 422]." But I do not think she can have it
both ways. On the one hand, she argues the experi-
mental situation is so special that it has no generality;
on the other hand, she states it has such generalizing
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potential that it will cause subjects to distrust all au-
thority. But the experimenter is not just any authority:
He is an authority who tells the subject to act harshly
and inhumanely against another man. I would con-
sider it of the highest value if participation in the ex-
periment could, indeed, inculcate a skepticism of this
kind of authority. Here, perhaps, a difference in phi-
losophy emerges most clearly. Baumrind sees the sub-
ject as a passive creature, completely controlled by the
experimenter. I started from a different viewpoint. A
person who comes to the laboratory is an active, choos-
ing adult, capable of accepting or rejecting the prescrip-
tions for action addressed to him. Baumrind sees the
effect of the experiment as undermining the subject's
trust of authority. I see it as a potentially valuable
experience insofar as it makes people aware of the
problem of indiscriminate submission to authority.

CONCLUSION

My feeling is that viewed in the total context of
values served by the experiment, approximately the
right course was followed. In review, the facts are
these: (a) At the outset, there was the problem of
studying obedience by means of a simple experimental
procedure. The results could not be foreseen before
the experiment was carried out. (6) Although the ex-
periment generated momentary stress in some subjects,
this stress dissipated quickly and was not injurious.
(c) Dehoax and follow-up procedures were carried out
to insure the subjects' well-being, (d) These pro-
cedures were assessed through questionnaire and psy-
£hiatric studies and were found to be effective, (e)
Additional steps were taken to enhance the value of the
laboratory experience for participants, for example, sub-
mitting to each subject a careful report on the experi-
mental program. (/) The subjects themselves strongly

endorse the experiment, and indicate satisfaction at
having participated.

If there is a moral to be learned from the obedience
study, it is that every man must be responsible for his
own actions. This author accepts full responsibility for
the design and execution of the study. Some people
may feel it should not have been done. I disagree and
accept the burden of their judgment.

Baumrind's judgment, someone has said, not only
represents a personal conviction, but also reflects a
cleavage in American psychology between those whose
primary concern is with helping people and those who
are interested mainly in learning about people. I see
little value in perpetuating divisive forces in psychology
when there is so much to learn from every side. A
schism may exist, but it does not correspond to the true
ideals of the discipline. The psychologist intent on
healing knows that his power to help rests on knowl-
edge; he is aware that a scientific grasp of all aspects
of life is essential for his work, and is in itself a worthy
human aspiration. At the same time, the laboratory
psychologist senses his work will lead to human better-
ment, not only because enlightenment is more dignified
than ignorance, but because new knowledge is pregnant
with humane consequences.
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COUNSELING AND PUBLIC EMPLOYMENT3

ARTHUR H. BRAYFIELD

American Psychological Association

IT has been said that a man's job is "the watershed
down which the rest of his life flows." Work is a
central preoccupation as well as occupation.

The questions and issues to which this Committee is
addressing itself are of a fundamental nature.

1 Statement of the author at Hearings on Counseling on
the Public Employment Service before the House Select
Subcommittee on Labor, 88th Cong., 2nd Sess. (1964).

In my view, one of the major and crucial tests of
the effective functioning of a democracy is the extent
to which its citizens are able to use their skills, talents,
and abilities in order to realize their own potentialities
and to contribute to the common welfare.

In an increasingly complex industrialized and urban
society the historic opportunities for self-discovery
and for exploration of the world of work have, para-


