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Obedience to Authority

In 1961, Stanley Milgram embarked on a series of studies that would become some of psychology’s most well-known – and most notorious – of all time. To test how far ordinary people would go with instructions from an authority figure to harm another person, he invited participants to his Yale University lab, ostensibly to take part in research investigating ‘memory and learning’ (Milgram 1963). After assigning them to the role of ‘Teacher,’ he tasked them with delivering what they believed were real electric shocks to a ‘Learner’ (who they believed was another participant but was actually an actor working with Milgram) every time they made an error on a word-recall task. With each mistake made, they were asked to increase the shocks’ voltage by 15 volts. In the most famous version of the study, the so-called ‘baseline’ condition, Milgram reported that every participant was willing to administer shocks of at least 300 volts, despite hearing cries of protest from the learner. Nearly two-thirds of these (65%) went all the way to the end of the study, delivering shocks of 450 volts (ominously labelled as XXX on the shock machine; Milgram 1974). The shocks and the cries were not real, but the participants did not know this. Hence, Milgram’s research appeared to suggest that, in the process of helping a scientist with their work, most people would be prepared to kill another person because they were asked to do so. 
	It might seem odd to find this study, argued by some to be of psychology’s most unethical (Baumrind 2015), starting an entry in an Encyclopedia of Heroism Studies. After all, it hardly seems heroic that ordinary people were willing to kill a fellow human being because they were told to. Milgram’s own explanation of his participants’ behavior is equally bleak. He proposed that when people are given an order by an authority figure, they enter an ‘agentic state’ in which they cede responsibility for their actions and blindly do as they are told (Milgram 1974). That is, he suggested that it is our natural inclination is to go along with our superiors’ demands, regardless of how abhorrent we might otherwise find them to be. As an explanation of human behavior, this agentic state model has been hugely influential; beyond its place as a staple in Psychology textbooks (Griggs and Whitehead 2015) it has shaped thinking across academia and served as the basis for numerous treatments in popular culture — from documentaries and feature films to musicals and art installations (Haslam and Reicher 2017; Millard 2014). 
That the ‘agentic state’ has become the default explanation for why people do bad things is concerning, and not just because of its dismal outlook. In part this is because, as Mandel (1998) has argued, it serves to absolve perpetrators of responsibility for their actions. If humans are programmed to blindly follow others’ orders, how can we blame them when they do? Considering such serious consequences, one might expect that the evidence to support Milgram’s ‘agentic state’ account would be compelling. It is not. Indeed, over the past two decades researchers have increasingly come to question the plausibility of the model — to the point of doubting whether such a state even exists (Blass 2004; Reicher et al. 2014).  
In the process of questioning his account, researchers have also started to develop alternative understandings of Milgram’s findings. One of the most influential of these argues that rather than obedience being ‘blind’ it might better be construed as engaged followership. That is, participants co-operation with an authority figure (e.g., the experimenter in Milgram’s research) is underpinned by identification with them and their cause, and hence is contingent on the strength of that identification (Haslam et al., 2014; Reicher et al. 2012). To put it slightly differently, it isn’t that people are unaware of the harm done to the learner, but rather that they believe they are serving a greater good.
Evidence that supports this engaged followership model over the ‘agentic state’ account centres on three key points. The first two require an examination of Milgram’s study design. The well-known ‘baseline study is actually only one of over 30 versions of the obedience studies. Across all of these, the proportion of participants who were willing to go to 450v ranged from 0% to nearly 100% (Milgram 1974). Clearly, this variation is inconsistent with the idea that people automatically enter an ‘agentic state’ in the presence of authority. However, it can be explained by examining the way that different aspects of each study are likely to have shaped participants’ identification with the principal agents in the research (i.e., the Experimenter, the Researcher, and the Learner; Reicher et al., 2012). For instance, the baseline study described above took place at Yale university where Milgram and his Experimenter took care to stress the importance of the science and to present themselves as prototypical scientists (e.g., with the latter wearing a gray lab coat). He also put the participants in the same room as the Experimenter while the Learner received the electric shocks in a separate room. These features of the design encouraged identification with the Experimenter rather than with the Learner, and this in turn can be seen to have provided the psychological platform for willingness to go along with his demands rather than to attending to the ‘Learner’s pleas (Haslam and Reicher 2007). Consistent with this hypothesis, when Milgram adjusted these elements in ways that reduced identification with those in authority — for example, by running the study in a commercial building in the industrial city of Bridgeport or by placing the Experimenter in a separate room — obedience dropped dramatically (Milgram 1974). 
	Second, when the Experimenter used a series of four pre-determined prods to encourage the Teacher (i.e., the participant) to continue administering electric shocks (in the event that participants were reluctant to continue — as they often were) these also had variable impact. Critically, though, only one prod took the form of an order (Prod 4: ‘You have no choice, you must go on’; Milgram 1974). Yet contrary to the idea that people’s natural inclination is to follow orders, when they were given this prod not one participant in the baseline condition chose to continue with the study (Burger et al. 2011; see also Haslam et al. 2015). More recently, researchers used an online analogue of Milgram’s design to directly test the effect of each prod in encouraging participants to take part in a noxious task (Haslam et al. 2014). They theorised that receiving an order would undermine participants’ identification with the Experimenter and hence would be ineffective in encouraging them to continue with the study. The results supported this hypothesis: participants who received Prod 4 dropped out of the study sooner than those who were given the other three prods. Moreover, in line with an ‘engaged followership’ explanation, it was Prod 2 (i.e., ‘The experiment requires that you continue’) that was most effective in encouraging participants to continue. In other words, it was the instruction that aligned most clearly with participants’ reason for taking part in the study (i.e., to help advance science) that encouraged them to persist with it (Haslam et al. 2014).
The final point concerns the context in which Milgram formed his agentic state explanation. Like many psychologists in the decades following World War II, Milgram was keen to understand the atrocities of the Holocaust and the role of ordinary people as perpetrators (Reicher and Haslam 2011; Reicher et al. 2014). Around the same time, commentator Hannah Arendt was asking similar questions at the trial of Adolf Eichmann, the chief architect of the Nazi’s “final solution to the Jewish problem.” Arendt suggested that Eichmann was terrifying because he seemed ‘just like the rest of us’ (Haslam and Reicher 2007) and as such she saw him as embodying what she referred to as the ‘banality of evil’ — the notion that even the most ordinary of people can commit the most heinous of acts (Arendt and Kroh 1963). While Milgram had considered a range of explanations for his findings (including one that acknowledged the role of identification; Milgram 1965; see Haslam et al. 2015), he ultimately settled on the one that most closely mirrored Arendt’s assessment of Eichmann (Reicher and Haslam 2011). 
	However, while routinely held up as the exemplar of Arendt’s ‘banality of evil’ hypothesis, Eichmann was no ordinary man merely following orders (Cesarani 2006). On the contrary, he was an enthusiastic antisemite well before the Nazis rose to power and he became increasing zealous over time. Indeed, his desire to murder Jews was so strong that he fought against his superiors after becoming aware of plans to save Jewish lives in exchange for military equipment (Haslam and Reicher 2007). Ironically then, while often held as an example of ordinary people’s inclination to obey blindly, Eichmann embodies the engaged follower who works towards a given goal because they believe in, and identify with, the cause that it furthers.
	Rather, then, than going along with what an authority figure tells us to do because we are blind to the consequences of our actions, the evidence suggests that we follow leaders because we believe that the cause they are asking us to contribute to is right. In this way, the act of going along is not unthinking but a choice. And it is more a matter of followership than of obedience. The choice may not be easy – indeed we often have competing identities to contend with at the same time (Gonzalez-Franco et al. 2018) – but it is a choice, nonetheless. Testament to this fact, while Milgram’s studies are generally characterised as exemplifying obedience, resistance is the more common response (N. Haslam et al. 2014; Russell 2014).  Indeed, over all his studies 58% actually disobeyed the experimenter at some point. Hence, beyond being ‘the obedience studies’ as they are generally known, these are also studies of disobedience. From this perspective, the behavior of Milgram’s participants is rather less disheartening than it is commonly supposed to be. Just as people can engage in horrendous acts at the bidding of another, so too they can also show heroism by resisting such acts. 
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