
U5: SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY The Milgram Experiment 
Talk to your children about peer pressure. Explain what a powerful force it can be, and ... tell them 

that you will never accept the excuse that "Everyone did it" ... that they will be held responsible for 

their actions. (Tom McMahon, Teen Tips) Discuss. 
 

   Between 1961 and 1962, Stanley Milgram (1933-1984), an American 
experimental psychologist at Yale University, conducted a series of experiments on 
conformity and obedience to authority. The findings of the Eichmann trial in 
Jerusalem had triggered Milgram, then a doctoral student, to set out to find a test 
that would prove that certain races or cultures are more aggressive than others.  

Initially, he devised the test to see if a US ordinary citizen would voluntarily 
electrocute someone they did not know. The major results of the pilot test were 
most disturbing, showing people have the capability to destroy another unknown 
human if presented with the tools and power to use them. “I found so much 
obedience,” Milgram said, “I hardly saw the need for taking the experiment to 
Germany.” 

His subjects (ordinary citizens recruited through newspaper advertisements 
offering $4 for one hour's participation in a "study of memory") were assigned the 
role of "teacher" and asked to read a series of word pairs to another subject, or 
“learner,” actually an actor who always played this role due to a rigged vote. 
Whenever the learner made a mistake, the teacher-subject was instructed to 
administer punishment in the form of electric shock on an increasing scale from 
low to lethal by an authority figure or employer. The teacher-subject watched as 
the learner was strapped into a chair and an electrode was attached to the learner's 
wrist. The teacher was encouraged by the experimenters to continue to administer 
the shocks. Milgram found that 65 % of the subjects would continue to do what 
they were told, even if the learners could be heard pleading and screaming, and 
concluded that most people will follow the instructions of an authority figure as 
long as they considered the holder of power as legitimate.   

“The dilemma inherent in submission to authority is ancient, as old as the story 

of Abraham, and the question of whether one should obey when commands conflict 

with conscience has been argued by Plato, dramatized in Antigone, and treated to 

philosophic analysis in almost every historical epoch. Conservative philosophers 

argue that the very fabric of society is threatened by disobedience, while humanists 

stress the primacy of the individual conscience.  

The legal and philosophic aspects of obedience are of enormous import, but 

they say very little about how most people behave in concrete situations. I set up a 

simple experiment at Yale University to test how much pain an ordinary citizen 

would inflict on another person simply because he was ordered to by an 

experimental scientist. Stark authority was pitted against the subjects' strongest 

moral imperatives against hurting others, and, with the subjects' ears ringing with 

the screams of the victims, authority won more often than not. The extreme 

willingness of adults to go to almost any lengths on the command of an authority 

constitutes the chief finding of the study and the fact most urgently demanding 

explanation. 

Ordinary people, simply doing their jobs, and without any particular hostility 

on their part, can become agents in a terrible destructive process. Moreover, even 

when the destructive effects of their work become patently clear and they are asked 

to carry out actions incompatible with fundamental standards of morality, 

relatively few people have the resources needed to resist authority.” 
 

Stanley Milgram, Obedience to Authority: An Experimental View (1974) Adapted from 

http://www.vidyaonline.net/arvindgupta/milgram.pdf, Accessed 15.07.2008 

 
New Vocabulary 
(research-related 
words) 
experiment  = 
controlled test/ 
investigation 
conduct = carry out 
subject(s) = case/ 
guinea pig 
pilot test = a test 
exemplifying a 
contemplated series 
finding(s) = results 
 

Prefixes 
unknown  
incompatible 
 

Suffixes 
primacy 
philosophic 
 
Synonyms 
conformity= 
obedience= 
submission 
 

ancient=old 
chief=major 
 
 
Phrasal verbs 
to set out  
to pit against 
to go to (any) length 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Section I    VOCABULARY ACTIVITIES     
     

Guessing Meaning Using contextual clues    
 

A. How good is your dictionary? Select the best definitions for the words marked in bold in the given 
sentences. 
 

1. When people get immersed in a culture with strong new memes, it tends to be a sink-or-swim 
proposition. Either you change your mind, succumbing to peer pressure and adopting the new memes 
as your own, or you struggle with the extremely uncomfortable feeling of being surrounded by people 
who think you're crazy or inadequate 

a. The word "meme" is a neologism coined in 1976 by Richard Dawkins to describe how one 
might extend Darwinian principles to explain the spread of ideas and cultural phenomena. 

b. Propagation of a digital file or hyperlink from one person to others by using methods 
available through the Internet. 

2. The main consequence of saying no to negative peer pressure is not just withstanding "the heat of 
the moment," as most adults think. 

a. Stand up or offer resistance to somebody or something. 
b. Resist or confront with resistance. 

3. The individual has always had to struggle to keep from being overwhelmed by the tribe. 
a. Charge someone with too many tasks. 
b. Overcome by superior force. 

4. Do not follow where the path may lead.  Go, instead, where there is no path and leave a trail.  
(Ralph Waldo Emerson) 
a. Evidence pointing to a possible solution. 
b. A track or mark left by something that has passed. 

 

B. Fill in the blanks with the correct form of the words derived from the following roots: form, obey, 
author.  
 

1. Obedience (obey), or submissive compliance, is the act of obeying orders from others. This differs 
from compliance, which is behaviour influenced by peers. This is in turn different from  ......... 
(form), which is behaviour intended to match that of the majority.  

2. When they were interviewed after the experiment, most of them said that they did not really 
believe their ......... (form) answers, but had gone along with the group for fear of being ridiculed 
or thought "peculiar." 

3. Anti-conformity is not the same thing as non-………(form). It is acting contrary to the desires and 
expectations of others (norms) as a reaction to the others (e.g. parents). 

4. Apparently, people  ......... (form) for two main reasons: because they want to be liked by the 
group and because they believe the group is better informed than they are. 

5. Once a person comes to understand that ......... (form) is desirable, then the person will continue to 
try to be like others, not because he or she consciously thinks about the cultural values, but 
because being like others will feel good. 

6. Ironically, the .........non-………(form) who had escaped strict religious laws in England for the 
freedom of the New World, immediately insisted that all settlers should .........(form) to the equally 
strict laws of  non-……….(form). 

7. Another aspect of the controversy surrounding Milgram’s work focused on the implications of his 
findings for the future of societies and their ......... (author) figures. 

8. ......... (author) is distinguished from totalitarianism both in degree and scope, ......... (author) 
administration or governance being less intrusive and, in the case of groups, not necessarily 
backed by the use of force. 

 

C. Build up sentences with five words you have used to fill in the blanks. 

 
 



Section II    LANGUAGE FOCUS 
 
Sentence combining practice 
 

The following exercise provides practice in combining short sentence units into one sentence. Use 
your previous knowledge and your natural instinct to explore and compose a variety of sentence 
combinations. It will help if you write them and then read them aloud. Choose the one that sounds 
best. 
 

The subjects were recruited. 
The recruitment was done by placing an advert. 
The advert was placed in the local newspaper. 
The advert called people to take part in a study. 
 The study was of memory and learning. 
The people were of all occupations. 

 

The subjects were recruited by placing an advert 

in the local newspaper, calling people of all 

occupations to take part in a study of memory 
and learning. 
 

 
A. Combine the following sentences to obtain a coherent text. Use your knowledge as to patterns that 
add variety. 
 

1. Milgram set up a simple experiment. 
The experiment is at Yale University. 
He wanted to test ordinary citizens. 
The test was about how much pain ordinary citizens would inflict on others. 
Ordinary citizens were ordered by an experimental scientist. 
 

2.  Milgram’s experiments show that Nazi crimes are not difficult to understand. 
Milgram suggested that one of the factors was propensity. 
The factor was major. 
The propensity belonged to the human beings. 
The propensity was to obey authorities. 
The propensity to obey was wrong. 
 

3. Milgram’s experiment was repeated dozens of times. 
It was repeated with many different groups of people. 
The results were always the same. 
Most people will obey external authority. 
The authority is over the dictates of conscience.   
 

4. Research has suggested that obedience is not inevitable. 
The research is more recent. 
The research is on obedience. 
The obedience is to authority. 
The authority is over conscience. 
  
5.  Sherman suggests education can strengthen the power. 
Sherman is a psychologist. 
The power is of conscience over authority. 
Sherman conducted an experiment. 
The experiment proved that reflection and discussion enhance choices. 
The reflection is moral. 
The discussion is found in the best types of moral education. 
The enhancement is substantial. 
The choices have ethical quality. 
 

 
 



Section III TEXT STRUCTURE 
 

Features of Academic Style Objectivity 
 

The main emphasis should be on the information that you want to give and the arguments you want to 
make, rather than you. This is related to the basic nature of academic study and academic writing, in 
particular. In general, avoid words like "I", "me", and “myself". A reader will normally assume that 
any idea not referenced is your own. It is therefore unnecessary to make this explicit. Do not write: "In 
my opinion, this is a very interesting issue." but "This is a very interesting issue." On the other hand, 
back up any opinion you may want to share. Avoid "you" to refer to the reader or people in general. 
Do not write: "You can easily forget how difficult communication was 50 years ago." but “It is easy to 
forget how…" (G.XIX.1) 
 

 A. Rewrite the following paragraph by reordering the phrases/ sentences in the textbox. 
 

We don't really know what language proficiency is but many people have talked about it for a long 

time. Some researchers have tried to find ways for us to make teaching and testing more 

communicative because that is how language works. I think that language is something we use for 

communicating, not an object for us to study and we remember that when we teach and test it. 
 

a. and second language pedagogy and testing. 
b. The question of what constitutes "language proficiency" 
c. is also at the core of many hotly debated issues in the areas of bilingual education 
d. Researchers have suggested ways  
e. (e.g., Canale and Swain, 1980; Oller, 1979b)  
f. better reflects the nature of language proficiency 
g. of making second language teaching and testing more "communicative"  
h. on the grounds that a communicative approach 
i. than one which emphasizes the acquisition of discrete language skills. 
j. and the nature of its cross-lingual dimensions 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  
Adapted from http://www.uefap.com/writing/writfram.htm 

 

B. Write a paragraph on the distinction between conformity and obedience. Select from the suggested 
phrases that can help you sound more objective. Hint: Consider a recruit who enters military service. 
 

A distinction must be made…, Clearly this is far less true of … than ...; This is where the 
disagreements and controversies begin ... The data indicates that ...; This is not a view shared by 
everyone; X, for example, claims that ...; . . .very few people would claim ... It is worthwhile (at this 
stage) to consider ...; Of course, more concrete evidence is needed before ...; Several possibilities 
emerge ...; A common solution is ... . 

C. Listen to the following excerpt from Stanley Milgram’s The Perils of Obedience and fill in the 
missing words from the following sentences. 
 

1. Before starting on the experiments, Milgram asked the opinion of several categories of people such 
as (a) ……, college sophomores, middle class adults, (b) …… students and faculty in the behavioural 
sciences. 
2.  Most of the (c) …… were wrong as, during the first experiment, more than (d) …… obeyed the 
orders of the experimenter. 
3. One of Milgram’s colleagues denied vehemently the findings of the experiments because the 
subjects were from Yale and were likely to be more submissive than (e) …… people.  

 


