Through Inquiry

Milgram’s Experiment: “The Perils of Obedience”

Essential Question: In what ways has the abuse of power contributed to a climate of fear within
society?

Directions: Read the two textbook excerpts about “The Perils of Obedience” below. Then answer the questions.

Artifact A: Textbook Excerpt B: Textbook Excerpt
Excerpt Obedience is as basic an Interview
element in the structure of EXPERIMENTER: At what point were you most tense or nervous?
social life as one can pomt. MR. BRAVERMAN: Well, when he first began to cry out in pain,
FO' Some' system of authority and | realized this was hurting him. This got worse when he just
ISa requwer.n?nt of al! . blocked and refused to answer. There was I. I'm a nice person, |
communal living, and _It IS. think, hurting somebody, and caught up in what seemed a mad
only the person dwelling in situation ... and in the interest of science, one goes through with
isolation who is not forced to it
respond, with defiance or
submission, to the
commands of others. For
many people, obedience is a
deeply ingrained behavior
tendency, indeed a potent C: Video Clip
!mpul§e overriding training https://drive.google.com/a/robeson.k12.nc.us/file/d/0B-
in ethics, sympathy, and ADKko4vSNtZFIFdWZLVWIwZUE/view?usp=sharing
moral conduct.
“Ordinary people, simply doing their jobs, and without any
particular hostility on their part, can become agents in a terrible
destructive process”-- Milgram
Context In 1963, a Yale psychologist conducted one of the classic studies on obedience. Stanley Milgram designed an
experiment that forced participants either to violate their conscience by obeying the immoral demands of an
authority figure or to refuse those demands. Surprisingly, Milgram found that few participants could resist the
authority's orders even when the participants knew that following these orders would result in another in
another person’s pain. Were the participants in these experiments incipient mass murderers? No, said Milgram.
They were “ordinary people, simply doing their jobs.” The implementation of Milgram’s conclusions are
immense—and enduring.
Word zeal-passion favorable-agreeable
Bank electorate- voters indignation-anger
ratified-passed grievances- concerns
tyranny- control

Source: Ward, K. M. (2006). History in the Making: An Absorbing look at how American History has changed in the telling over the last 200
years. New York, NY: The New Press.
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Through Inquiry

Historical Inquiry Questions

Question 1: Why do those who are oppressed allow people in power to utilize tactics to
maintain control?

Question 2: How does Excerpt A provide evidence that obedience is a trained response?

Question 3: How does Excerpt B provide evidence that obedience is a trained response?

Question 4: Watch the video clip on Milgram’s The Perils of Obedience. In respect to what is
morally right or wrong, which is to be preeminent: the law or one’s own conscience?

Question 5: Read the following quote by Michel Foucault. Then decide whether this quote
could or could not be used to support Milgram’s findings. Explain why or why not.

“The strategic adversary is fascism... the fascism in us all, in our heads and in our
everyday behavior, the fascism that causes us to love power, to desire the very thing
that dominates and exploits us.”

Fascism: a political philosophy, movement, or regime (such as that of the Fascist) that exalts
nation and often race above the individual and that stands for a centralized autocratic
government headed by a dictatorial leader, severe economic and social regimentation, and
forcible suppression of opposition. (merriam-webster.com)
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