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PRAISE FOR THE MAN WHO SHOCKED THE WORLD

 

“A wonderful, entertaining and demystifying portrait of the father of six
 degrees and small worlds. Milgram, without doubt the most influential
 social psychologist of the last century, fully deserves this great interpretive
 biography.”

—Albert-László Barabási, author of Linked, and Emil T. Hofman Professor of Physics,
 University of Notre Dame

 

“With literary flair reminiscent of Milgram himself, Blass marries scholarship
 and journalism in his intimate portrayal of the man and his
 creative mind. This is a major work that will help define and preserve the
 Milgram legacy.”

—David G. Myers, author of Social Psychology

 

“A sparkling biography of Stanley Milgram, one of the most brilliant,
 playful, and controversial social scientists ever. I was truly moved by this
 book—by its affection for its subject, and by the way it brings Milgram to
 life in technicolor vividness. Some parts are poignant, some are intellectually
 riveting, and some are just laugh-out-loud funny.”

—Steven Strogatz, author of Sync

 

“Among the best biographies of psychologists. . . . Highly recommended.”

—Library Journal

 

“Blass provides a valuable examination of Milgram’s work. . . . An important
 contribution to the field of science history.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“[An] excellent, entertaining, and informative biography. . . . Recommended
 to professional and general readers alike.”

—Metapsychology

 

“Milgram . . . was a far from ordinary scientist. And Thomas Blass is also a
 far from run-of-the-mill biographer . . . [an] excellent biography.”

—John Darley, Times Literary Supplement

 

“An important book. It makes a sympathetic sweep through the life of [a]
 remarkable man.”

—Curled Up With a Good Book

 

“[The] descriptions of Milgram’s research, especially of the obedience
 experiments, are exquisitely compelling. . . . A revealing glimpse into both
 the world of academia and the mind of a gifted scientist.”

—Jerusalem Post

 

“The book tells us much more about Milgram, the man, than anyone
 (except perhaps his widow Alexandra) had previously known or understood.
 . . . He would have appreciated Blass’s clarity, comprehensiveness,
 empathy, and evenhandedness in assessing the life and work of the man
 variously described here as ‘complex,’ ‘enigmatic’ . . . and ‘one of the
 outstanding scientists of his generation.’”

—Alan C. Elms, PsycCRITIQUES

 

“Because of Stanley Milgram’s nerve, we know things about ourselves that
 we never wanted to admit. And because of Blass’ meticulous, highly readable
 book, we can look back at how this door was opened.”

—The Buffalo News

 

“No person knows more about Stanley Milgram than Thomas Blass. . . .
 Virtually every characterization Blass gives of Milgram seems very close to
 my memory of him.”

—Arthur Miller, Journal of the History of the Behavioral Sciences

 

“The book comes alive with the drama of the obedience experiments and
 the quieter innovation of his later work, such as the ‘familiar stranger’
 experiment.”

—The Lamp

 

“I have read dozens of biographies of psychologists . . . and I cannot recall
 one I enjoyed as much. . . . This book is a gem, full of humor and intelligent
 insights into the life of the psychologist ‘who truly shocked the world.’”

—The College Board AP Central

 

“Blass is knowledgeable and painstaking in his attempt to portray Milgram;
 this book is absolutely authoritative in its sources and documentation.”

—Personnel Psychology

 

“[A] compelling new biography of Milgram.”

—Sunday Telegraph (London)

 

“Marvelously succeeds in bringing new attention to the man whose
 work . . . has the power to change the way we view our very social world.”

—Behavioral Science Book Service

 

“A well-written biography . . . captur[ing] much of this difficult man as I
 remember him. . . . Social scientists involved in experimental ethics, obedience,
 and other Milgram topics will find this book a rewarding read.”

—Thomas Pettigrew, Social Forces

 

“Blass paints an endearing portrait of a razor-witted, mercurial man;
 at times a prima donna, and by many accounts a genius.”

—Psychology Today

 

“An extremely readable book . . . a lively and interesting biography. Highly
 recommended.”

—Choice
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PREFACE

During the summer of 1944, the Nazis, under the direction of Eichmann and with the assistance of their Hungarian allies, were in the process of rounding up the Jews of Budapest for deportation to the gas chambers of Auschwitz. Budapest is split by the Danube River into two parts: Buda and Pest. One day during the roundups, a Jewish mother and her two-and-a-half-year-old child were taking the trolley from Pest, where they had been visiting relatives, to Buda, where they had recently found an apartment. Unlike most of her fellow Jews, this woman believed the rumors about what “resettlement for work in the east” really meant. So rather than remaining in Pest, she obtained forged Christian identity papers and moved to Buda, which was largely non-Jewish. The trolley was crossing the bridge between the two parts of the city when the rhythmic clatter of the car’s wheels was interrupted by the insistent sound of the child’s voice: “Mommy,” he asked, “why don’t I wear a cap like other Jewish boys?” This was within earshot of many of the other passengers, including members of the Nyilas, the Hungarian Nazi militia. With a resourcefulness spawned by desperation, the mother quickly turned to her child and said, “This is our stop,” grabbed his hand, and got off the trolley—right in the middle of the bridge, quite a distance from their destination. Miraculously, no one stopped them.

I was that little boy on the bridge. As I grew into adulthood, my mind would occasionally drift back to that precarious moment on the trolley—when time seemed to stand still, enabling my mother to act quickly—and I would ask myself: What was special about that moment? Surely, if I had  made the same remark before the war, my mother would not have taken evasive action. So why did she feel so threatened then?

It was only after my training in social psychology broadened my perspective on human behavior that I came to the realization that my question, in a more general form, was one of the primary psychological puzzles underlying the mass destruction of European Jewry: What psychological mechanism transformed the average, and presumably normal, citizens of Germany and its allies into people who would carry out or tolerate unimaginable acts of cruelty against their fellow citizens who were Jewish, resulting in the death of six million of them?

It was during graduate school that I first learned about Stanley Milgram and his remarkable exploration of the human tendency to obey authority, which was to become the most famous social-psychological research of all time. In the opening paragraph of his first journal article about that research, Milgram explicitly embedded it in the Holocaust. This wasn’t surprising, given that the question of how apparently normal people could so readily turn into brutal killers is first and foremost a psychological one. Indeed, psychology had been trying to explain the Holocaust since the end of World War II, and by the time Milgram’s research appeared in print in 1963, a number of psychological works pertaining to the horrors perpetrated by the Nazis had already been published. What set Milgram’s contribution apart was his use of a scientific laboratory experiment to help shed light on the perpetrators’ behavior. In adopting an experimental approach, Milgram achieved two goals that at first might seem incompatible. He brought a degree of objectivity—relative to other forms of inquiry—to a topic that did not lend itself easily to dispassionate analysis. At the same time, by bringing the demonstration of destructive obedience closer to home, both in time and place, Milgram made it more difficult for those who learned about the experiments to distance themselves from their baleful implications.

Milgram conducted his obedience studies when he was an assistant professor, fresh out of graduate school. They marked the beginning of one of the most productive, eclectic, and innovative careers in psychology. Milgram would go on to research topics as wide-ranging as the small-world  problem (also known as “six degrees of separation”), the lost-letter technique, and mental maps of cities. Several decades ago, I became curious about the human being behind the scientist and, through my research, discovered in Milgram a personality as unusual and multifaceted as his research.

This book is the product of my twenty-year immersion in Milgram’s eye-opening and sometimes troubling research. Clearly, my harrowing experiences in Nazi-dominated Hungary gave me a special appreciation of the value of his most widely known work—the obedience experiments. But I wrote this book because I believe that we all stand to gain from Milgram’s work, which sheds light on the most basic of human interactions and has the power to change the way we view our very social world.
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PROLOGUE

A substantial proportion of people do what they are told to do, irrespective
 of the content of the act and without limitations of conscience, so long as
 they perceive that the command comes from a legitimate authority. . . .
 This is, perhaps, the most fundamental lesson of our study: ordinary
 people, simply doing their jobs, and without any particular hostility on
 their part, can become agents in a terrible destructive process.

 

—STANLEY MILGRAM, 1974

 

 

Stanley Milgram entered the public consciousness—with a jolt—in the fall of 1963. Newspapers around the country were reporting a startling discovery he had made in his psychology laboratory at Yale in conducting what became known as “the obedience experiments.” He found that average, presumably normal, groups of residents of New Haven, Connecticut, would readily inflict very painful, and possibly harmful, electric shocks on an innocent victim whose actions did not merit such harsh treatment. As part of an experiment supposedly dealing with the effects of punishment on learning, subjects were required by an experimenter to shock a learner every time he made an error on a verbal learning task, and to increase the intensity of the shock in 15-volt steps, from 15 to 450 volts, on each subsequent error. The results: 65 percent of the subjects continued to obey the experimenter to the end, simply because he commanded them to.

These groundbreaking and controversial experiments have had—and continue to have—enduring significance, because they demonstrated with stunning clarity that ordinary individuals could be induced by an authority figure to act destructively, even in the absence of physical coercion, and that it didn’t take evil or aberrant individuals to carry out actions that were immoral and inhumane. More generally, Milgram’s findings have sensitized us to our malleability in the face of social pressure, reshaping our conceptions of individual morality. While one might think that when confronted with a moral dilemma we will act as our conscience dictates, Milgram’s obedience experiments taught us—dramatically—that, in a concrete situation containing powerful social pressures, our moral sense can readily get trampled underfoot.
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Social psychology is the branch of psychology that studies the way our thoughts, feelings, and behavior are affected, directly or indirectly, by other people. Since most of our daily activities involve interacting with other people, a typical social psychology course covers a wide range of normal behaviors, such as first impressions, attraction, hostility, group pressure, and helpfulness.

The field has a long past and a short history. It is as old as human beings’ attempts to understand and predict others’ behaviors. Ancient writings are filled with insights about social behavior that have withstood the test of time. For example, the following statement is found in the Talmud, the compendium of Jewish scholarship written thousands of years ago: “Do not look at the container, but at what is in it.” This advice was based on a truism, repeatedly verified by modern experimental research: that a person’s acceptance of an argument will be affected by the persuader’s attractiveness, race, or gender—all irrelevant to the argument.

In spite of its ancient roots, social psychology as an experimental science is very new—just over 100 years old. The first experiment in social psychology is credited to a psychologist named Norman Triplett, whose study appeared in the American Journal of Psychology in 1897. Triplett demonstrated by means of a laboratory experiment that subjects performed a manual task (winding fishing reels) faster when they were in direct competition with another person than when they worked alone.

Stanley Milgram began his professional career in the 1960s, when American social psychology was in its ascendancy, a trajectory that had begun after World War II. Social psychologists in the postwar years possessed unbounded self-confidence about their ability to develop theories and methods that would provide new insights about social behavior.

Social psychology’s favorable self-image in the early 1960s had two sources. First, many social psychologists had found their skills put to good use during World War II in such areas as morale, propaganda, survey research, and programs of attitude and behavior change—for example, getting consumers to change their dietary habits and eat unpopular but nutritious foods in an effort to conserve scarce resources. Even more important was the influence of Kurt Lewin, a prewar refugee from Nazi Germany, who is generally considered to be the father of experimental social psychology.

During much of the first half of the twentieth century, American academic psychology was dominated by behaviorism, a movement that was pioneered by John Watson, a psychologist at Johns Hopkins University. Watson attempted to create an objective, experimental science of behavior. Dismissing attempts to study inner experience as pseudoscientific, he launched behaviorism in 1913 in an article in the journal Psychological Review . The article, which has come to be known as “the behaviorists’ manifesto” began as follows:Psychology as the behaviorist views it is a purely objective experimental branch of natural science. . . . Introspection forms no essential part of its methods, nor is the scientific value of its data dependent upon the readiness with which they lend themselves to interpretation in terms of consciousness.





Watson’s manifesto was an attack on the prevailing view of the appropriate subject matter and primary method of experimental psychology, traceable to Wilhelm Wundt, who founded the first psychological laboratory, at the University of Leipzig in 1879. For Wundt, the goal of psychological experimentation was to study the contents of the mind, or consciousness, through the method of introspection. Although becoming an introspectionist required intensive training, the technique turned out to be unreliable, with psychologists in different laboratories obtaining different results even though they used the same methods.

Although Watson’s critique was a needed corrective, he went overboard in dismissing subjective experience as beyond the pale of scientific inquiry. The most important heir to Watson’s behaviorism was B.F. Skinner, who made reinforcement a central concept of his own radical form of behaviorism. For Skinner, when a behavioral response to a stimulus was followed by reinforcement—a rewarding consequence—a bond was created between the stimulus and the response. For example, if a pigeon in a cage finds that pecking (the response) on a red disc (the stimulus) would deliver food in a tray below it (the reinforcement) but pecking on a green disc would not, it will learn to repeatedly peck on the red disc and ignore the green one.

Behaviorism’s grip on American psychology during the first half of the twentieth century encompassed the subdiscipline of social psychology. The first textbook establishing social psychology as a standard course, Floyd Allport’s Social Psychology, published in 1924, embraced behaviorism. It emphasized the role of learning and conditioning in social behavior.

For the behaviorist, there was nothing distinctively “social” about social behavior. Social psychology was still a psychology of the individual in which other people were merely another class of stimuli—social stimuli—that, in a manner similar to physical stimuli, would produce learned responses. As John Dashiell, an adherent of this approach, wrote in 1935 in a chapter reviewing social-psychological research conducted between 1914 and 1934, “Particularly is it to be borne in mind that in this objective stimulus-response relationship of an individual to his fellows we have to deal with no radically new concepts, no principles essentially additional to those applying to nonsocial situations.” His chapter covered experiments that examined the effects of the presence of other people on an individual’s performance on mechanical tasks, verbal tests, and puzzles. These kinds of experiments were relatively simplistic and sterile and failed to capture the richness and complexity of real-life social interactions.

It took the ingenuity of Kurt Lewin and his students to apply the experimental method to socially significant behaviors. In doing so, they played a major role in ending the dominance of reinforcement theory in social psychology.

Lewin was a Jewish psychologist who emigrated to the United States from Germany in 1933. After Hitler became chancellor of Germany in January 1933 and restrictive laws against Jews began to escalate, Lewin foresaw that no Jew could continue to live in Nazi Germany. He resigned his faculty position at the University of Berlin, preempting his imminent dismissal by the Nazis, and left Germany. After spending two years on the faculty of Cornell University, in 1935 he took a position at the University of Iowa, where he spent the next nine years.

Lewin had already been recognized as an innovator in both theory and research during his tenure at the University of Berlin and had attracted students from abroad, including the United States. When he moved to Iowa, a new crop of students came to study with him, some of whom were to become leading figures in social psychology. At Berlin, Lewin’s research had dealt with such topics as motivation, memory, personality, and child development. After his move to Iowa, his interests shifted to social psychology. This shift came in the form of a series of experiments on leadership styles, first reported in 1939, which one historian of social psychology has described as “path-breaking in their procedural audacity.” As a refugee who had experienced the contrasting social climates in Germany and the United States, Lewin was acutely sensitive to the effects that different kinds of leaders could have on the people they govern. Along with his students Ronald Lippitt and Ralph K. White, he created an experiment to study the effects of three leadership styles: democratic, authoritarian, and laissez-faire.

The three researchers created clubs of eleven-year-old boys who met once a week to engage in various activities, such as making masks. The groups were led by adults who role-played the different styles of leadership. The authoritarian leader always made decisions unilaterally, without input from the group. He generally remained aloof from the members of the club, and he praised or criticized them without explaining his actions. In contrast, under democratic leadership, all decisions were made by the group, with the leader,  who was always friendly, providing encouragement and guidance. He always gave reasons for his evaluations of the boys. The laissez-faire leader provided no active guidance. Although friendly, he was a passive resource person who provided information only when the boys requested it. Leaders were rotated so that each club experienced all three styles of leadership. Continuous, systematic observations were made of the boys’ behavior. Among other things, Lewin’s team found that although productivity was roughly equal in the democratic and authoritarian groups and higher than in the laissez-faire groups, club members showed the greatest preference for democratic leaders, and they were most aggressive under an authoritarian leader.

Lewin introduced several pivotal ideas that became, through the influence of his students and his own contagious enthusiasm, defining elements of contemporary social psychology. First, it was possible to concretize even apparently intangible features of social interaction (such as leadership style) and thereby examine their effects in the laboratory. Second, questions of social importance could be answered via the application of the experimental method. One of the most important social psychologists to emerge from Lewin’s circle of students was Leon Festinger, who introduced the theory of cognitive dissonance in 1957—a theory based on the idea that holding inconsistent beliefs is an unpleasant state from which a person will seek relief, much like hunger or thirst. Festinger and his students developed high-impact laboratory experiments to test various predictions derived from the theory. Milgram and many other social psychologists of his generation were also influenced by Lewin and his students, absorbing the sense of limitless possibilities of social-psychological inquiry and the use of powerful experimental manipulations.

A third idea introduced by Lewin led to the defining theoretical stance of contemporary social psychology—situationism. According to Lewin, behavior was a function of what he called the “life space.” The life space consists of all the potential forces operating on an individual in a concrete situation in the “here and now.” Edward E. Jones, an important social-psychological theorist and experimenter, highlighted an important implication of Lewin’s emphasis on contemporaneous, situational determinants, as expressed in his concept of the “life space”:[Lewin] conceived of a person as a point in psychological space, constrained to move in certain directions by the field of forces operating in that space. . . . A view of a human being as the product of long developmental history emphasizes the uniqueness and the distinctiveness of his or her responses to a common environment. On the other hand, a view of a human being as a point at the intersection of environmental forces emphasizes the contemporaneous perceptions and related actions he or she shares with others in that same position. Through experimentation, one hopes that such common action patterns can be determined.





Like most social psychologists, Milgram was a situationist—a strong believer in the power of the immediate situation in affecting a person’s behavior. But what made him stand out as one of the most important social scientists of the twentieth century and made his research so original was his ability to go beyond the visible situational forces and demonstrate the unexpected power of certain invisible features of situations. A unifying theme of Milgram’s research—and of this book—is that the intangibles of situations, the unverbalized social rules and norms operating within them, have a more powerful effect on our behavior than we might expect. We will see how he made those unseen and unverbalized norms visible in original experiments ranging from having a young man asking an older passenger on a New York subway train for her seat to studying the temptation to steal from a charity box after observing a similar act on a specially produced TV program. He invented new, sometimes playful, methods—such as the lost-letter technique and the small-world method—to unearth those rules and norms, revealing in often startling ways that our intuitions are not always reliable predictors of our own and others’ actions.

Milgram was a complex individual whose personality and actions were sometimes enigmatic, resulting in polarized reactions of either affection or disdain from others. But the traits that made him one of the outstanding scientists of his generation and worthy of our attention were a voracious curiosity and the creativity that enabled him to satisfy it.

Milgram’s curiosity led him to expand the boundaries of social psychology by exploring uncharted territory such as mental maps of cities and the  “familiar stranger.” It also resulted in a rare achievement: the discovery of two universals of behavior, transcending both time and place—people’s extreme readiness to obey authority, and the parsimonious interconnectedness of points in very large networks via only “six degrees of separation.”

Milgram’s relentless curiosity made him willing to live on the edge scientifically and to take risks, especially with his groundbreaking and controversial research on obedience. As the reader will see in this book, not only have those experiments hopped the usual disciplinary fences—they have been discussed in fields as wide-ranging as law, business ethics, and medicine—but they have stirred the dramatic imagination as well, resulting in several movies and plays, and their influence on contemporary life can be seen in the head-spinning variety of writings that have drawn on Milgram’s work in one way or another.

This is the story of Stanley Milgram: his life, his inventive brand of science, and its far-reaching impact on public life.




CHAPTER 1

THE NEIGHBORHOOD WITH NO NAME

STANLEY MILGRAM WAS born in the Bronx on August 15, 1933, to Samuel and Adele Milgram, both Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe. They met in the United States and were married in February 1931. Like so many thousands of Jews before and after them, their families had undoubtedly been drawn to America by its idealized reputation as the Goldene Medina—the land of golden opportunity. Samuel, an expert baker and cake decorator, emigrated from Hungary in 1921 after World War I and returned briefly to Europe a few years later to apprentice in Germany. Stanley recalled that his father seemed “especially sturdy, his heavy-boned arms strengthened by years of kneading dough in the shops, his face reflecting both Jewish warmth and, in his high chiseled cheek-bones, traces of his Magyar birthland.” He was 5’8”, and Stanley thought he looked a bit like Marshall Tito of Yugoslavia. Adele was born in Romania in 1908 and came to the United States at age five with her mother. She was petite, short, and gentle. She radiated cheerfulness, and it was easy to make her laugh. Adele was everyone’s favorite aunt, the family sage to whom all turned for advice and for arbitration in family disputes.

Samuel and Adele moved frequently. During the Depression, landlords engaged in a competition to draw and retain tenants. They offered various “concessions” or inducements, such as free gas and electricity or a month’s rent. Concessions could save tenants a lot of money, and when their lease was up, they could often find a better offer from another landlord. The  Milgrams, like so many others, found themselves packing up their belongings every few years, sometimes to move just a block or two away.

When Stanley was born, the family was living in a small apartment building at 1020 Boynton Avenue, in a section of the South Bronx, bounded on the west by the Bronx River, where it starts its meandering curve eastward, and on the south by Bruckner Boulevard. As late as 1925, the area still contained some farmland. This section of the Bronx did not have an agreed-upon name, but it did possess a cohesive neighborhood feeling, and the streets pulsated with the energy and drive of people who were trying to improve their situation.

Years later, Stanley would describe it this way:The neighborhood was always abuzz with people: plump, animated women, in patterned cotton dresses and aprons, sunning themselves on bridge chairs in front of the apartment houses, knitting in splendid self-containment or exchanging gossip while distractedly rocking their baby carriages. There were plenty of children running around, and always a mother shouting through an open window for “Sey . . . mour” or “Ir . . . ving” in that long drawn out sing-song that was their maternal call. It was a mixed neighborhood of immigrants—but not greenhorns—who came mostly from Jewish Eastern Europe. Many of them worked in small shops or owned them. A few clerks, secretaries, and school teachers lived here too, elevating the prestige of the neighborhood. . . . These bakers, printers, clerks, and housewives were fueled by aspirations, if not for themselves then for their progeny, who played stick ball in the streets, and thought of the local candy store as the outer limit of their world.





 

Stanley was Sam and Adele’s second child. His sister Marjorie was born a year and a half earlier. Stanley was named after a deceased grandfather named Simcha—Hebrew for joy, a feeling apparently lost on his sister, who, sensing that she would now have to vie with the new baby for her parents’ attention, demanded: “Throw him into the incinerator.” She was constantly tossing things into Stanley’s crib, forcing Adele to spread a screen over it to protect him. And Marjorie was constantly being reprimanded for hitting the baby.  A younger brother, Joel, was born five years later. Stanley’s first recollection of the imminent arrival of his new brother was sitting with his sister on the marble steps in the vestibule of their apartment house on Boynton Avenue, speculating about the new baby: “We knew that Mom would be going to the hospital to get the baby. Margie insisted that it be a baby girl; I wanted a baby brother. We argued, but we knew the matter was not up to us; it would depend on whatever the hospital decided to give out.”

When Joel was old enough, he became a willing accomplice in his brother’s pranks, which continued well into their teens. This shared mischief not only enlivened those years, but helped cement the bonds of brotherhood, which held fast for life, no matter how far apart they lived.

In one such incident, Stanley and his buddies decided to try to convince another friend, named Wex (short for Wexelbaum), that he had telepathic powers. To prove it, Stanley brought Wex to his own room in the apartment and told him that he was thinking of a number, which he had written on a slip of paper and put in a lockbox under his bed. Wex should read his mind and say what the number was. After Wex said a number, Joel, hiding under the bed, quickly wrote the number on a piece of paper and slipped it into the lockbox.

In another incident, Stanley and Joel were having a friendly tussle on the living room floor. Among the room’s furnishings was a round, ornate French provincial coffee table with four curving, baroque legs. It was recessed in the middle and covered by a clear glass disc, about 30 inches across. They bumped the coffee table, breaking the glass top. To hide their misdeed from their parents, the brothers spread a piece of cellophane tightly across the top. The substitution went undetected for a few weeks, until one day a guest placed a cup and saucer on the table that quickly sank toward the floor.

For the children of the Neighborhood With No Name, the center of their lives was the local elementary school, PS 77, on Ward Avenue. Its main entrance was flanked on both sides by two white columns, their stateliness serving to forewarn those about to enter the building of the supreme importance of what went on inside. The building’s symbolic import was abetted by a dress code: Boys had to wear white shirts and ties. Through the third grade, it was a red tie; after third grade, it was a blue tie. There was a similar school “uniform” requirement for girls, who had to wear some type  of white blouse and a red—then blue—sash, bow, or ribbon around the neck. The uniforms served as a simple but effective social and economic leveler. The school’s principal believed that wearing them would make all children feel equal. Adele loved the dress code, because it took the daily decision about what the children should wear and the hassles associated with it out of her hands. A pretty flower garden separated the school building and the sidewalk. Adele once told little Stanley that babies came from tulips. After that, he would periodically inspect the tulips in the school’s garden, waiting for tiny life forms to emerge.

It was at PS 77 that Stanley’s superior intelligence became visible to those outside his immediate family. When Stanley was in kindergarten, he would often stand next to his mother at night as she helped his sister with her homework. One evening, the discussion focused on Abraham Lincoln. The following day, when Stanley’s kindergarten teacher asked her class to tell what they knew about the great president, little Stanley raised his hand and proceeded to repeat what he had overheard from his mother the night before. His teacher was so impressed that she had the principal take him around from class to class to recite his speech about President Lincoln.

Indeed, Stanley was remembered by his elementary school teachers as an outstanding student. Although as an adult Joel would be proud of his brother’s achievements, during their childhood years Stanley’s school performance made Joel, a disinterested student who got marginal grades, look even worse. Joel’s third-grade teacher, Mrs. Stiller, had been Stanley’s third-grade teacher five years earlier. Once, expressing her disappointment while returning a paper to Joel with a low grade, she made it a point to tell him how much better his brother had done in her class.

Most of the boys in the neighborhood spent much of their free time playing ball in the schoolyard and in the streets. Stanley was not very adept at sports, so he did not participate much in those activities. Instead, he developed an early interest in science. An older cousin gave him a chemistry set, and he found himself tinkering with it in his spare time. Occasionally he got some of his buddies to participate in his experiments, one of which involved lowering a large flask containing sodium into the Bronx River. When the “sodium bomb” exploded, fire engines and worried mothers  rushed to the site. He was always doing experiments. “It was as natural as breathing,” he once told an interviewer, “and I tried to understand how everything worked.”

Among Stanley’s childhood experiences, two are especially noteworthy, because they turned out to be harbingers of concerns that would later dominate his professional life. The first involved the power of groups. In Stanley’s own words:On [a] summer day, after a child had been knocked down by a passing car, the neighborhood demanded that Boynton Avenue be turned into a one-way street. A crowd of protesters gathered on the sidewalk with crudely fabricated signs. The crowd started to chant, “Sit down strike! Sit down strike!” A barricade of milk crates was formed across the width of the street and protesters sat on the crates preventing traffic from moving through. Police arrived, some words were exchanged and the incident came to an end. . . . I suppose if I had grown up in a more genteel place this kind of thing would not happen. But this was the Bronx in the thirties. It was not a neighborhood of patsies. We got our one-way street.





The second incident occurred when Stanley was four or five years old. His cousin, Stanley Norden, a year and a half older, who lived in the same neighborhood, had come over to play. (The two Stanleys were named after the same grandfather.) They were playing in the bedroom, with cousin Stanley sitting on the floor between two beds. According to Milgram: “I decided to ‘measure’ the distance between the beds by stretching a belt from one bed-post to the other. The belt slipped, and the buckle, with its sharp spindle, fell on Stanley’s head causing a small flow of blood. Stanley began to cry and ran to Aunt Mary [his mother] who was chatting with Mom in the kitchen.”

Milgram was soundly scolded by his mother, making him cry. He felt miserable about his misdeed, even though it was an accident and he hadn’t meant to hurt his cousin. “Still, to be blamed for such things was a burden. But whether I learned my lesson remains unclear. For many years later, was I not again to become an object of criticism for my efforts to measure something without due regard to the risks it entailed for others?”

Samuel Milgram was a proud father. His children were the smartest and the most beautiful. He always referred to them as his “treasures.” Marjorie was his Hungarian princess, and he often boasted about his four-year-old son, Stanley, who could recite the Pledge of Allegiance and Mother Goose rhymes by heart. Stanley identified strongly with his father, even idolized him:To any child, who views things from two feet off the ground, all fathers must look big and strong, but Sam seemed especially sturdy. . . . What intense joy we experienced jumping on Dad’s chest as he lay on the rug of our apartment, sliding down his knees. . . . When, many years later, I had children of my own, I recall how on Sunday mornings, they would jump all over me in bed, balance themselves on my forked knees, enact little circus performances in which my legs became the stable platforms from which they giggled through their antics and I thought of my father and the delicious joy of jumping on his accommodating chest.





It was a special source of pride to Stanley that everyone said he looked like Sam. Later, Stanley’s wife would comment:He resembled his father very much physically. . . . His nose looked like it was flattened at the tip, and I never said anything when I first met Stanley. But when I saw the photo of Stanley’s father, I thought, Oh! He resembled his father so much that the story goes when Stanley was a little boy playing in the park, and some family members on his father’s side came from Europe, and were looking for where the house was, they saw Stanley and recognized him as Sam’s son.





One of Stanley’s fondest and most vivid childhood memories was accompanying his father as the family moved to a new apartment on Ward Avenue, on the other side of the elevated train tracks running along Westchester Avenue:After most of the furniture had been packed into a moving truck, Dad wanted to take over some clothing and small items to the new apartment. . . . He filled [a] cart with clothing, lamps and other household paraphernalia and probably against Mom’s objection—she had a stronger sense of decorum—was going to transport the items three or four blocks to the new house. To my great joy I was invited to get into the cart and go along for the ride. . . . It was not a pushcart type of neighborhood: black Chevys and Buick sedans lined the streets. Perhaps the sight of Dad pushing the wagon up Boynton Avenue struck onlookers as eccentric. But I had just turned five. No captain of a frigate could have surveyed the passing channels with greater pride, as I sat atop the bundles of clothing, moving northward on Boynton Avenue toward our new place, the vessel powered by my very own father, strong as Hercules.
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When the United States entered World War II after the attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, the Milgrams lived at 1239 Ward Avenue, only two blocks from their previous home on Boynton Avenue. One side of the block was made up of virtually identical brick two-family houses with postage-stamp-sized front lawns. The Milgrams occupied the upstairs apartment of one such house. It was larger than their previous apartment, and they had moved there soon after Joel was born to accommodate the needs of a growing family.

As the country mobilized for war, Sam felt the need to take steps to ensure that he would not be drafted. He was now forty-three, which made conscription unlikely. But he had fought in World War I—had even been a POW—and he did not relish the thought of having to repeat the experience. So in late 1942 he moved his family temporarily to Camden, New Jersey, to train and work as a welder in the shipyards. Having a job that was crucial to the war effort would protect him from the draft. Although he undoubtedly could have found a war-related job closer to home, he believed that if the Germans were ever to attack the U.S. mainland, New York would be a prime target. He was knowledgeable enough—he thought—about the advanced state of German war technology to believe they had the ability to launch long-range rockets that could reach the  United States. Stanley was very much aware of his family’s worries about Nazi Germany. His father had family living in Europe, and he and Adele followed developments there closely on the radio.

The Milgrams were not religiously observant, although their cultural identification was strong and their home resounded with the melodic cadences of Yiddish whenever uncles and aunts came to visit. The religious holidays—such as Passover and Rosh Hashanah—were observed, but more as an occasion for family gatherings than for their religious significance. Stanley attended afternoon Hebrew school for a few years until his Bar Mitzvah.

When it came time for thirteen-year-old Stanley to give a little speech at his Bar Mitzvah celebration, which took place the year after the war ended, he showed a concern over recent events:As I come of age and find happiness in joining the ranks of Israel, the knowledge of the tragic suffering of my fellow Jews throughout war-torn Europe makes this also a solemn event and an occasion to reflect upon the heritage of my people—which now becomes mine. I do not know whether I shall be able to cherish this heritage in the same way as my parents did throughout their lives. But I shall try to understand my people and do my best to share the responsibilities which history has placed upon all of us. This is a period of transition—when the whole world undergoes tremendous changes. Perhaps this 13th year of my life will be even more significant as marking the beginning of a new era for the Jewish people, an era of justice and liberty and a homeland Eretz Yisroel. . . . May there be an end to persecution, suffering and war and may Israel be established in Zion bimhareh beyomanu [speedily in our day]. Amen.





In early 1945, as the end of the war drew near, the family returned to their Bronx neighborhood and rented a five-room apartment at 1214 Wheeler Avenue. Sam resumed working in a nearby bakery that he had bought with his brother-in-law, and the children resumed their schooling at PS 77.

In the fall of 1947, Stanley entered James Monroe High School, located a couple of blocks from his home. Bernard Fried, a classmate and one of Milgram’s closest boyhood friends, remembers the school as a beautiful but  functional building, with excellent facilities and laboratory equipment. It had been constructed in 1925 as a model school, and everything about it was huge and impressive. In Milgram’s time its student body numbered between 3,500 and 4,000, and it was reported to have the largest stage of any school in New York, second only to Radio City Music Hall. William Pitt’s maxim, “Where law ends, tyranny begins,” was chiseled into a marble sign above the entrance.

The school used a tracking system in which the students with the highest IQ and grades were placed in honors classes. Milgram, with an IQ of 158, the highest of all his classmates, was placed in such a class. He finished high school in three years, accelerating his progress by taking summer courses and an extra class or two each semester.

Among the students who graduated the same year as Stanley was Philip Zimbardo, another future social psychologist and a future president of the American Psychological Association, who would become famous for conducting the Stanford Prison Experiment, in which ordinary college students would undergo dramatic behavioral changes after being randomly assigned to the role of prisoner or guard in a mock prison. Zimbardo remembers Milgram as one of the smartest students in his year—the kind of kid who read the New York Times, while most others would be reading the Daily News.

At Monroe, Stanley was a member of Arista, the honor society. He became editor of the Science Observer, a school newspaper, and worked on stagecraft for theatrical productions. He was also on the staff of his graduating class’s yearbook, charged with writing the rhyming couplets that appeared below each graduate’s photograph. He wrote the following about Phil Zimbardo, who had been one of the most popular students in the class:Phil ’s our vice president tall and thin,

With his blue eyes all the girls he’ll win.





And he wrote this whimsical couplet about himself:The strangest event of our time,

I’m writing my own little yearbook rhyme.





He did not date at Monroe—nor did his clique of fellow honors students, virtually all of whom went on to successful careers in professions such as law, medicine, and academia. Milgram’s buddy, Bernard Fried—who is now Professor Emeritus at Lafayette College, capping a career as a world-renowned parasitologist—explained:If you were going to go on to college and if you were going to make something of yourself, if you were going to be a professional, your best bet [was] to stay away from women until [you were] ready to manage that sort of thing. . . . You didn’t get that involved with the other sex. . . . It would distract from what your purpose in life would be.





The bakery Sam and his brother-in-law bought was highly successful but short-lived, because a dispute broke out between them, ending the partnership. In 1947 Sam bought his own bakery, in the Richmond Hill section of Queens. It took three trains and an hour and a half to get there, so Sam stayed at a boarding house during the week and came home only on the weekends. Adele also worked there, but she took the train there every day, coming home late at night. Joel would sometimes wait for her, waiflike, by the subway station.

This proved to be an extremely difficult arrangement, and in 1949 the family moved to 109th Street in Richmond Hill, only a few blocks from the bakery. Stanley did not change schools, instead commuting daily from Queens until he graduated from James Monroe High School.

The move to Queens had also been motivated by a second factor. As Joel approached adolescence, he was becoming a street kid and started hanging out with friends who would occasionally get into trouble. At one point, Joel got into trouble with them, breaking some car windows and getting picked up by the police. Adele feared that if they remained in the neighborhood, she would end up with a juvenile delinquent on her hands.

But the family’s troubles continued after the move. Soon after Sam bought the bakery, the business collapsed, because of some duplicity on the part of the former owner. The sales agreement had included a provision that the previous owner could not open another bakery within a twenty-block area, but he managed to circumvent that agreement by opening one in the  neighborhood under his wife’s name—effectively depriving Sam of the customers he was counting on. The family’s financial situation was further worsened by a bad investment. One of Sam’s brothers had told him to invest in sugar, because its price would soon rise. Adele had managed, with great difficulty, to save up $8,000 to enable them to buy a house of their own. Sam, confident that his brother’s prediction would materialize, asked Adele for the money. She gave it to him reluctantly, but without a word. The price of sugar plummeted, wiping out Sam’s investment.

In the fall of 1950 Stanley enrolled at Queens College, a choice dictated largely by the fact that it was close to home and that, like all the other colleges in the City University of New York system, it was tuition free. When Stanley attended, it was a relatively small school, consisting primarily of six compact buildings—previously a reform school—surrounding a grassy quad. There was only one new building, Remsen Hall, which had been built specifically for the college. Marjorie, who also attended the school, remembers it as “the closest thing to going to a city college and feeling that you did have a campus.” But convenience aside, Queens College was a good choice academically. In 1953, the Ford Foundation had ranked it second in the nation in the humanities and tenth in the social sciences. People called it the Harvard of the City University system.

During Stanley’s precollege years, the hard sciences—mainly chemistry and biology—had dominated his interests and preoccupations. At Queens College, however, the “softer” side of his intellect came to the fore. He majored in political science but also took courses in English literature, music, and art—and, in fact, minored in the latter. He excelled academically: He received the School Award in Political Science and the Certificate of Excellence in Forensics, qualified for membership in the National Political Science Honors Society, and graduated Phi Beta Kappa. He was active in extracurricular activities, becoming president of the International Relations Club and vice president of the Debating Society. He tried his hand at music, collaborating with a classmate on Broadway-type musicals, and he attempted to write poetry.

In the summer of 1953, after his junior year, Stanley toured France, Spain, and Italy on a motorized bicycle. In early September, he wound up at the American Consulate in Genoa with only two dollars in his pocket.  Pleading poverty, he received a little financial help from the maternally minded vice-consul, a kindly woman in her late forties. To return home, he approached the crew of a German ship bound for the United States, hoping they would allow him to come aboard. At first they refused, but he was persistent—an attribute that would serve him well later in life. They finally agreed to let him come on board—putting him to work as a radio communicator—and even provided him with a comfortable room.

Of the three countries he visited that summer, he spent the most time in France. From July 15 to August 14, he enrolled in a French language course at the Sorbonne, which helped him master the language. He eventually attained such fluency that after he became a well-known figure and would periodically appear on French television, people thought he was French. That summer he fell in love with a French girl, Francine, his first love. He also fell in love with the country, and he would return to France many times during his lifetime.

Later that year, on the night of December 11, 1953, Sam Milgram died in his sleep from a coronary thrombosis. He had been sharing a bed with Joel: Sam would sleep in it during the day and get up late at night to go to work in the bakery, and Joel would then use it during the night. On the night of December 11, Joel heard his father’s alarm go off, but Sam did not come out.

Adele and the family suffered terribly. Aside from the emotional blow, Sam’s death left them virtually penniless: He had taken out a life insurance policy but had depleted it to enable him to buy the bakery. But Adele was a resourceful and resilient person who did not let adversity overwhelm her. With her past experience helping Sam in the bakery, she found a job before long working in another bakery.

For Stanley, the financial impact of his father’s death was softened by the fact that his schooling was free and that he had received a New York State Regents Scholarship amounting to $1,400 for the four years he was in college. Marjorie had recently begun teaching in an elementary school and was able to help her mother briefly, until her own marriage the following year.

One effect Sam’s death had on Stanley was to give him a resolve to protect his own future family from financial disaster in the event of his own death, which he worried would also be premature. In fact, during their first year of marriage, Stanley told his wife that he expected to die by age fifty-five—a prediction completely at odds with his perfect state of health at the time. She recalled:He kept saying he would live to be fifty-five, and I just looked at him. Stanley was one of the healthiest persons I knew, physically and emotionally. . . . If he had a cold, he’d just keep going and it would go away. So when he would say he’d live to be fifty-five, I’d say, ‘Your father was a different person than you.’





Milgram graduated from Queens College, receiving a B.A. with honors. His studies in political science had led to an interest in a career in the Foreign Service. In the spring of 1952, his sophomore year, he corresponded with the Board of Examiners at the State Department, asking about the educational qualifications needed by a candidate for the Foreign Service and requesting their booklet of sample questions from their entrance examination. During his senior year he applied to, and was accepted by, the graduate program at Columbia University’s School of International Affairs.

But then a number of events came together that would result in a major shift in Milgram’s life. Stanley’s boyhood friend, Bernard Fried, had entered New York University the same year that Stanley began at Queens College. Bernard was majoring in biology, but, as he was still considering the possibility of graduate studies in psychology, he also took a minor concentration in psychology, which gave him a strong background in the field. Fried has a distinct memory of “spending a full day with Stanley” during their senior year, “basically giving him lectures on . . . what I knew about psychology.” He believes that this meeting influenced Milgram’s decision to switch to psychology.

By this time Milgram had also become increasingly disenchanted with political science. Being as much a doer as a thinker, he was dissatisfied with the largely philosophical approach that characterized political science at the time. One day, early in the spring semester of 1954, a dean overheard him giving a speech in a senior Social Science seminar, was very much impressed, and asked Milgram if he had considered graduate studies in the Department of Social Relations at Harvard. Milgram had never heard about the program, and he sent for the catalogue. Reading the catalogue was an enlightening experience. He learned, for the first time, that it was possible to take an empirical, scientific approach to many of the group phenomena that political scientists were interested in—for example, leadership styles and mass persuasion—and that it was social psychologists who were at the forefront of this approach. He sent off an application to their Ph.D. program in Social Psychology.

During the 1950s, the Behavioral Sciences Division of the Ford Foundation had a fellowship program to encourage young people who had majored in other fields as undergraduates to move into the behavioral sciences. The fellowships provided stipends of $1,800 for one year of graduate school. Stanley applied, and in April 1954 he received a telegram notifying him that he had been selected as one of the recipients. That year the fellowship program had received applications from 103 students at fifty-seven different schools. Milgram was one of twenty-two award winners, and among them, one of eight students who elected to go into Harvard’s Social Relations program.

Adele was bursting with pride about what she saw as a special, groundbreaking achievement. He was the first Jew to win a Ford Foundation fellowship, she told the family. This would have been especially noteworthy, since Henry Ford, the founder of the Ford Motor Company, had been a vocal anti-Semite. Both Joel and Marjorie recall her making such a remark, but, as it turns out, she was wrong: The list of twenty-two fellowship recipients for 1954-1955 contains a number of students with typically Jewish names, some from schools in the Eastern United States. Most likely the basis for her statement was an actual “first” that had been transformed through the lens of Adele’s ethnic pride: Milgram was the first student at Queens College to win a Ford Foundation fellowship.

Milgram’s success with the Ford Foundation was not matched at Harvard. His application was rejected because he lacked adequate preparation—he had not taken a single psychology course as an undergraduate at Queens. In a letter to the Social Relations Department dated May 30, 1954, he expressed his great disappointment at being rejected and noted the inherent contradiction involved in this action: If he had had the relevant background preparation in psychology, he would not have qualified for the Ford fellowship, which was specifically created for students whose undergraduate education was in fields other than the behavioral sciences. He indicated that he planned to remedy his “defective preparation” over the summer by taking a five-day-a-week psychology course at Columbia University that was equivalent to a full-year course in general psychology, as well as an intensive regimen of reading, directed by the chairman of the Department of Anthropology and Sociology at Queens College.

He received a reply from Gordon Allport, chairman of the Social Relations Department’s Committee on Higher Degrees—in effect, the head of the graduate program. Allport doubted that the summer preparation Milgram planned would be sufficient for admission as a regular full-time student in the department in the fall. He suggested that Milgram apply to Harvard’s Office of Special Students, to be admitted as a special student for the coming year to make up his deficiencies, and that he tell them “that this Department has advised you to apply.” In the fall, Allport would direct him in the selection of courses. Then he “might apply for regular standing for the year following. . . . Meanwhile your summer plans are certainly all to the good.” Milgram followed Allport’s advice and was admitted by Harvard’s Office of Special Students on June 30.

Although Allport’s letter was unambiguously encouraging about the prospects of Milgram’s admission as a regular student after a year of preparation, it implied that Milgram’s preparatory year would need to consist of undergraduate courses. But Milgram had another plan. If he could take graduate courses in the fall that were required of regular students in the Ph.D. program in social psychology, even as a special student, he would not be losing a year. If he did well that first year and achieved regular standing the next year, he could probably petition to have his first-year courses used to fulfill program requirements retroactively.

So he drastically altered his summer plans. He enrolled in six undergraduate courses—five in psychology and one in sociology—at three different colleges in the New York area: Brooklyn, Hunter, and New York University. He took two courses at each school. At Brooklyn College he signed up for Psychology of Personality and a course titled An Eclectic Approach to Social Psychology; at Hunter he enrolled in General Psychology and Gestalt Approach to Social Psychology; at New York University he audited two courses—Child Psychology and Language and Society, a sociology course. He completed each of the four graded courses with As.

During their correspondence, Milgram concluded one of his letters to Allport by offering “his sincerest expression of appreciation for the generous consideration and advice which I received from you and the Department. I look forward to a pleasant and profitable association with both.” And Allport ended one of his letters to Milgram by telling him to come to see him when he arrived in Cambridge in the fall and then “we can discuss a plan for the year that will best advance your interests.”

This initial exchange of letters set the tone for their future relationship as student and mentor. Allport was to become the most important person in Milgram’s academic life and a constant source of encouragement. He had a bemused admiration for Milgram’s limitless drive and persistence in the face of obstacles. And when Allport felt that Stanley needed prodding, he knew how much pressure to apply without provoking resistance. Stanley, in turn, was always deferential enough to Allport to get his way without seeming to be too pushy.

Later, several years after Allport’s death, Milgram reflected on him with fondness and appreciation: “Gordon Allport was my longtime mentor and friend. He was a modest man with a pink face; you felt an intense loving quality about him. . . . He gave me a strong sense of my own potential. Allport was my spiritual and emotional support. He cared for people deeply.”

Milgram’s move to Harvard was a pivotal juncture in his development. It would help him extract a particular career path from among his many interests. He would form close friendships, some of which lasted a lifetime. Although he had been interested in a number of women at Queens, they had remained largely infatuations. The greater self-confidence he would develop at Harvard would lead to more mature relationships with women.

But he couldn’t predict any of this in the summer of 1954. For the moment, he was just happy to leave behind a lonely existence in Richmond Hill. He found the other young men in his neighborhood dull, ignorant, and boorish, and he was hungry for intellectual companions. Pursuing further studies would also allow him to extend his student deferment and avoid the draft. He was more than ready for Harvard. But was Harvard ready for him?




CHAPTER 2

MAKING THE GRADE AT HARVARD

WHEN MILGRAM ARRIVED at Harvard in the fall of 1954 to begin his graduate studies, the Department of Social Relations was a thriving, burgeoning enterprise. The program had been established in 1946 with the aim of integrating the four disciplines of social psychology, clinical psychology, social anthropology, and sociology. Its founding fathers were four outstanding individuals in those fields, respectively: Gordon Allport, Henry Murray, Clyde Kluckhohn, and Talcott Parsons. They all shared the grand vision of uniting these disciplines under one intellectual and administrative roof, but it was Parsons, the sociologist, who was the most vigorous and unswerving proponent of the fusion.

Their vision was no mere mirage; it was an accurate reflection of the productive teamwork that had taken place during World War II among members of different behavioral and social disciplines under the sponsorship of various federal agencies to help with the war effort. For example, social psychologist Kurt Lewin had worked with anthropologist Margaret Mead on a government project to change the public’s food consumption habits, helping to conserve scarce resources, and on another that set up a training school for the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), the forerunner of the Central Intelligence Agency.

Gordon Allport was a pioneer in social psychology as well as in the study of personality. Early on, in 1935, he had identified the concept of “attitude” as central to social psychology, and most contemporary textbook definitions  of attitude are based on his. He made original contributions to the study of prejudice and of religious belief, introducing a measurable distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic religious orientations—between those with a deep attachment to the core values of their faith and those who use their religion to attain other goals such as status and the approval of others. Henry Murray, who made seminal contributions to personality psychology, is best known for creating the Thematic Apperception Test (the TAT), one of the projective tests that clinical psychologists still use today as a diagnostic tool. Clyde Kluckhohn had studied and written extensively about the culture of the Navajo Indians for more than forty years, drawing on that research for insights about human behavior in general. Talcott Parsons’s life goal was to unify the social sciences, and in his writings and teaching he tried to provide an overarching theory and a common language to facilitate the task. Although not without his critics, he achieved wide recognition as a leader in his field and was elected president of the American Sociological Society in 1949.

The rationale behind the founding of the Social Relations Department was spelled out in an article in the April 1946 issue of the American Psychologist announcing the establishment of the program:While [academic] departmental lines have remained rigid, there has been developing during the last decade, a synthesis of socio-cultural and psychological sciences which is widely recognized within the academic world in spite of the fact that there is no commonly accepted name to designate the synthesis. We propose that Harvard adopt, and thus help establish, the term Social Relations to characterize the emerging discipline which deals not only with the body of fact and theory traditionally recognized as the subject matter of sociology, but also with that portion of psychological science that treats the individual within the social system, and that portion of anthropological science that is particularly relevant to the social and cultural patterns of literate societies.





The interdisciplinary aims of the department were to be fostered by two means. First, a Laboratory of Social Relations would be created to facilitate research collaboration among the members of the four different disciplines. Second, specific course requirements were written into the curriculum to ensure that all students, regardless of their specialization, would be knowledgeable about the content and methods of each of the four social sciences constituting the department. During their first year of graduate study, all students took four “qualifying” or core courses, one in each of the department’s subdisciplines. To demonstrate concretely the interdisciplinary possibilities provided by the field of social relations, some of the classes in two different qualifying courses would meet jointly. So, for example, during Milgram’s first semester more than one-third of the lectures in the two core courses, Problems and Concepts of Social Anthropology and Problems and Concepts of Clinical Psychology, were conducted as joint sessions. To verify their competence in each of the four core areas, students had to take and pass a qualifying exam in each. Another course in the curriculum that was meant to facilitate cross-fertilization was Social Relations 201, in which different lecturers, in turn, would convey their perspectives on each of their disciplines.

Their guiding vision notwithstanding, the program’s founders were not blind to the realities of the job market, which operated in terms of the traditional academic and professional distinctions that were still the norm in the world beyond Harvard Yard. Although the program offered an undergraduate concentration and degree in social relations, this was not the case for graduate studies. Despite the integrative philosophy of the program, graduate students would specialize in, and end up with a Ph.D. degree in, social anthropology, clinical psychology, social psychology, or sociology.

This bold experiment in interdisciplinary cooperation ultimately failed. It ended in 1970, when the sociologists walked out. But the seeds of its eventual demise were planted at the program’s conception by a potentially problematic feature of its organizational structure. While sociology moved intact into the Department of Social Relations in 1946 and ceased to exist as an autonomous department, the creation of the new program resulted in a drastic change in the Psychology Department. It split into two, with the social-science-oriented psychologists—social psychologists, personologists, and clinicians—migrating to Social Relations and leaving their colleagues  from the natural science side of psychology behind—that is, those specializing in learning theory, sensation and perception, and physiological psychology. This was an immediate source of instability for the newly created Social Relations Department, because it made for ambivalence and lukewarm commitments among younger social psychologists, such as Roger Brown and Jerome Bruner, whose broad and varied interests defied pigeonholing and who had some research interests in common with the psychologists who remained in the Psychology Department.

But Stanley arrived during Social Relations’ “golden age,” when individual misgivings were overshadowed by a pervasive atmosphere of optimism. The program received hundreds of applications each year, many more than the number of students it could accept. In Milgram’s entering year, he was part of a group of about 110 students in the program. This degree of popularity was especially noteworthy for a graduate program that was still in its infancy—less than ten years old. It had received votes of confidence from evaluating committees commissioned by the Ford Foundation in 1954. And, as the founding fathers of the department had envisioned, its members were actively involved in interdisciplinary collaborations. A prime example was the book Personality in Nature, Society, and Culture, which was obligatory reading for generations of students in psychology and other social sciences. One of its chapters contains the following memorable epigram, which despite its bare bones simplicity, conveys a deep truth about human nature.

Every man is in certain respects:a. Like all other men;
b. Like some other men;
c. Like no other man.




During his subsequent years at Harvard, Stanley would thrive on the rich intellectual stimulation provided by its diverse faculty, and the social relations program helped develop in him a wide-ranging interest in the social sciences. He, in turn, left his imprint on the program. Roger Brown, one of Milgram’s mentors and a lifelong friend, recalled:When Stanley Milgram was a graduate student at Harvard, I was an assistant professor, and we had several seminars and reading courses together. The only thing I can now recall from a term-long seminar in psycholinguistics is Stanley’s presentation. Instead of leading yet another bookish discussion, he brought in an audio tape he had made of many kinds of psycholinguistic phenomena: slips of the tongue, rhetorical flourishes, a child’s first few words, a stretch of psychotic speech, all wittily edited and assembled and presented to us as things to be appreciated first and then, perhaps, explained. And the only reading course I remember was the one with Stanley on crowd behavior in which he did no reading at all for some time, but, instead, went all over Boston joining crowds of every kind and bringing back snapshots of curious group formations.





During his first year at Harvard, Milgram lived in Perkins Hall, a graduate dormitory. At that time, students did not have their own telephones in their rooms. There was a pay phone in the hallway, which was used by the residents on that floor both for making and receiving calls. Often the phone would ring endlessly before someone would drag himself out of his room to answer it and then find the person the caller was looking for. Answering the phone was a chore, because the call could be for anybody on the floor and it wasn’t clear who should answer it. What was needed was some sort of rule, and Milgram came up with one. He wrote it on an index card that he posted next to the phone:To share equitably the burden of answering this phone, students should answer the phone two times for each call they receive. (This is to take account of those occasions when a call is received for you, and you are not in.)





He had created a norm, a guideline for appropriate conduct, in what previously had been a behavioral vacuum. Five years later, in 1959, he was back at Harvard after spending two years abroad in Norway and France conducting his doctoral research. One day he had occasion to use a pay phone in another dormitory and, as he picked up the receiver, he noticed an index card next to the telephone: “To share in the burden of answering this telephone, it is traditional for students to answer the phone two times for each call he receives . . .” etc. He found that the notices had spread throughout the campus.
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The Social Relations Department was headquartered in Emerson Hall, in the northeast corner of Harvard Yard. Its rectangular shape and terra-cotta ornamentation projected subdued elegance; its only pretensions of architectural grandeur were the giant brick columns flanking its entrances. The Biblical verse, from the Psalms, “What is man that Thou art mindful of him?” inscribed in stone across the top of the north entrance was a silent reminder of the building’s beginnings as the headquarters of Harvard’s social gospelers.

During its early years, brilliant philosophers such as George Santayana and Alfred North Whitehead taught in its classrooms, as did William James, one of the founding fathers of American psychology. In the late 1800s James had founded the Psychological Laboratory within Harvard’s philosophy department and produced the first Ph.D.’s in psychology in America. When Gertrude Stein was at Radcliffe, she took an introductory philosophy course with James in Emerson Hall. According to Harvard lore, during the final exam she wrote on her test booklet, “I don’t want to take this exam; it’s too nice out,” and she picked herself up and left. Supposedly, when William James returned the exam book, he had written on it, “Miss Stein, you truly understand the meaning of philosophy, ‘A’.”

Allport’s office was located in Emerson Hall, along with the other administrative offices of the department. On September 27, soon after Milgram arrived in Cambridge for the fall 1954 semester, he met with Allport for advisement about which courses to take. The program of study that emerged from this initial conference and subsequent consultations with Allport would put Milgram on an equal footing with regular first-year students by the end of that academic year. While the curriculum for Ph.D. students allowed for some individual variations, all students, no matter what their area of specialization, were required to take the four qualifying courses  during their first year. Passing the final exams—which served as the qualifying exams—in each of those courses was a requirement for the Ph.D. degree. Milgram was able to take the qualifying courses in social anthropology and clinical psychology in the fall semester and in sociology and social psychology in the spring semester. A letter from Gordon Allport dated June 9, 1955, informed Milgram that “the Department had voted you have passed the Qualifying requirements for the Ph.D. degree in Social Psychology” and that his grades in the four courses were B+, A, A-, and A, respectively. He also attained A’s in three other courses he completed that first year. Given the fact that the first-year curriculum was especially grueling, this was a noteworthy accomplishment.

As a result of his outstanding performance, he was allowed to become a regular full-time student in the department, beginning with the 1955-1956 academic year. All vestiges of his special student status in 1954-1955 were eradicated in the fall of 1956 when the graduate school gave him credit for the courses he had taken that first year—in effect retroactively applying them to meet the requirements for his Ph.D. degree, as he had anticipated.

One of the courses Milgram took during his first semester was Cognitive Processes. The course was taught by Jerome Bruner, who—along with Gordon Allport and Roger Brown—was to become one of his important advisers and lifelong friends. Bruner’s work in the 1940s and 1950s helped launch the “cognitive revolution” in psychology, effectively displacing the dominant influence of a mechanistic behaviorism in American academic psychology. Bruner had sent a progress report on the eight Behavioral Sciences Fellows who chose to go to Harvard in 1954-1955 to Robert Knapp, the administrator of the program. Bruner reported that Milgram was “doing outstanding work” and that, in fact, he was his best student in his Cognitive Processes course and an “excellent logician.”

The objective indices of Milgram’s achievement were matched by his feeling of immense satisfaction. By the end of that first year, he had taken courses with the likes of Gordon Allport, Roger Brown, Talcott Parsons, and Jerome Bruner. For Milgram, they opened a new window on the world, framed by the guiding message that social reality—not just physical reality—had an underlying structure and that there were tools with which to  grasp it, such as the controlled experiment, survey research methods, and self-report measures of personality and attitudes. His courses not only exposed Milgram to new ideas, they also stimulated him to create his own. By the end of that first year, he was bubbling over with a dozen or so different lines of research he was ready to pursue. More important, he set his sights on a career in social psychology. Robert Knapp had sent a questionnaire to all the recipients of the Behavioral Sciences Fellowships. One of the questions in it was: “Do you have any long-range plans involving a career in the behavioral sciences?” Milgram wrote: “Yes. This year I really fell in love with the discipline and, if possible, will continue working in it. I hope to follow through to a Ph.D. in Social Psychology and then, probably, secure a position with a psychology faculty of a fair sized university, where I would teach and engage in research.”

However, for a stretch of time, there was a real possibility that Milgram’s newfound love might remain unrequited. In the spring of 1955, Milgram applied to the Ford Foundation for an extension of his fellowship for a second year. Much to his dismay, he was informed by Robert Knapp that, although Ford was very pleased with his outstanding academic performance, as a matter of policy, the Behavioral Sciences Fellowships were one-year, nonrenewable awards. Toward the end of the semester, the Social Relations Department recommended him for a full scholarship, based on his excellent track record for the year, but Harvard’s Central Scholarship Committee did not accept that recommendation.

Without financial assistance, Milgram could not continue his graduate studies, and if he left school he would lose his student deferment from military service, and there was a strong possibility that he would be drafted the following year. Military service would not help advance his academic career, since the GI Bill of Rights—and the educational benefits it provided—had been discontinued after the end of the Korean War, in July 1953.

This was not the first time Milgram had confronted the prospect of entering the armed forces. In the fall of 1951, an Air Force Reserve Officers’ Training Corps (ROTC) program was established at Queens College, and Milgram joined it. When the Korean War began in the spring of 1950, the U.S. government reinstated the draft as well as the GI Bill of Rights, both  of which had been discontinued at the end of World War II. Although there are no records to tell us—and no one in the Milgram family knows—why he joined, most likely it was a way of making the best of the inevitable. With the country in the midst of a war, Milgram would be eligible for the draft once he graduated. With the completion of the ROTC program, he would have the advantage of doing his military service as a commissioned officer, not as just another draftee. Completion of ROTC training required taking an ROTC course every semester until graduation. As it turns out, Milgram never completed the requirements. After completing the equivalent of six semesters of ROTC courses by the end of his junior year in 1953, he only had two courses left to take in his senior year. Although he did sign up for the ROTC course, Aviation Science 13, in the fall of 1953, the first semester of his senior year, he withdrew from the course on November 16 without completing it. Two main factors, undoubtedly, led to this decision: The Korean War had ended the previous spring, diminishing the odds that he would be drafted, and by this time he had decided to go to graduate school.

At the beginning of the summer of 1955, Milgram was still without any financial support for the upcoming academic year. Desperation clouded his thinking, because on June 6 he sent off another letter to the Behavioral Sciences Fellowship office, reiterating his earlier request for an extension of his fellowship—despite the fact that he had already been told that it was a “firm policy” that the fellowships were not renewable. This time, Knapp’s negative, though empathetic, reply had even greater finality: The Directors of the Ford Foundation had decided to discontinue the fellowship program altogether.

He had survived—and bested—the rigors of the first-year curriculum and the chronic state of anxiety engendered by impossibly long reading lists and terrorizing three-hour qualifying exams. Now, all that work appeared for naught. Despite the successes of the past year, self-doubt began to envelop him. Who was he? Where was he heading? He found himself in a no-man’s land of self-definition. He took a summer job at the Commodore Hotel in Manhattan, although it would not pay nearly enough to cover his school expenses for the next semester. It was more a reenactment of a summer ritual, a way of grounding himself in uncertain times. He had worked almost every summer, including the previous summer, when he had worked at the Commodore as a night clerk, which had enabled him to study for his six college courses on the job. When he wasn’t working, he was at home in Queens, reading psychology books and doing sleep-learning experiments on himself. This was patently aimless busy work, but it did prevent him from hearing despair knocking at his door.

It wasn’t until the middle of the summer that Milgram had cause for optimism about the coming year. On July 21, he received a reassuring letter at home from Mrs. Eleanor Sprague, Allport’s highly knowledgeable secretary. She wrote that Milgram was high on the list of applicants for financial assistance, and the chances of his receiving it looked very good. “We are almost certain to need more assistance in psychology courses,” she wrote, “where you could fit in easily. I wouldn’t worry too much about work for the fall—either teaching or research should be available.”

As she had predicted, Milgram received a graduate assistantship for the fall as well as the spring semester. (The following year he was again awarded assistantships for both semesters.) But Milgram’s appointments in 1955-1956 did much more than solve his financial problems of the moment. They had an immeasurable long-term significance, one that more than adequately compensated for the stressful summer of uncertainty. The faculty member he was assigned to that fall—Solomon E. Asch—was to become Milgram’s most important scientific influence.

[image: 005]

Solomon Asch was widely admired for his ability to combine a deep concern about philosophical issues with an inventive, uncluttered experimental style that enabled clear-cut conclusions to be drawn from his research. He was on the faculty at Swarthmore College and came to Harvard’s Social Relations Department as an invited visiting lecturer in the 1955-1956 academic year to take the place of Jerome Bruner, who would be spending the fall semester on sabbatical in Cambridge, England. Both  Bruner and Allport agreed that this would be a good opportunity to bring in Asch.

Allport assigned Milgram to be Asch’s assistant for the year. In the fall, Milgram served as Asch’s teaching assistant for Social Relations 107, Psychological Foundations of Social Behavior, and in the spring he continued as Asch’s research assistant. Asch was very pleased with Stanley’s work and said so in a letter to department chairman Talcott Parsons. An important consequence of the letter was that it assured Milgram that he would be provided with assistantships for the rest of his stay at Harvard.

One of the things that had made Asch famous was the invention of an elegantly simple but powerful experimental paradigm to study conformity. Asch’s interest in conducting research on conformity was stimulated by his dissatisfaction—and vigorous disagreement—with a prevailing view of human beings that had “almost exclusively stressed the slavish submission of individuals to group forces [and] has neglected to inquire into their possibilities for independence and for productive relations with the human environment.” Asch had a more optimistic view of human nature: Rather than a passive reaction to social pressures, a person’s social behavior, he argued, was typically a more rational process, the end product of an active and reasoned weighing of the behavioral alternatives available. This view represented a drastic departure from the prevailing mechanical approach to the social influence process, which was grounded in behaviorism. For behaviorists, reinforcement or reward played a central role in the learning and maintenance of new behaviors. We yield to social pressures, they argued, because in the past whenever we conformed to other people’s opinions some rewarding consequence would typically follow. In the stimulus-response language of behaviorism, because of past reinforcements, another person’s opinion serves as a stimulus that automatically evokes a conforming response. Asch’s more rational perspective on social interaction supplemented the role played by Kurt Lewin and his students in freeing social psychology from the grip of behaviorism.

The essence of Asch’s experimental procedure to study conformity was to put an individual into a group situation in which he discovers his judgments to be in direct conflict with those of everyone else. Roger Brown referred to this experimental paradigm as an “epistemological nightmare” for the experimental subject. Specifically, in Asch’s classic experiment on independence and conformity, when a participant arrived at the laboratory for his scheduled appointment, he would be directed to join seven other participants who were already seated at a table. Asch explained that the purpose of the experiment was to study perceptual judgment. On each of eighteen trials, Asch would present different sets of four vertical lines to the group. On each trial, the subject’s task was the same: to match the length of one line with one of three other lines of varying lengths. Each member of the group, in turn, was to announce his judgment publicly. Although the experiment seemed absurdly simple at the beginning, one subject would very quickly find himself saddled with a dilemma. His predicament was made possible by the fact that he was the only naïve subject: The other seven participants were secretly in cahoots with Asch. These “confederates,” as they are called, were trained to announce incorrect matches on twelve of the eighteen trials (these twelve are referred to as the “critical” trials).

On the first two trials, things generally proceed smoothly, with all members of the group announcing the same correct matching line. On the third trial, the third line is the correct match, and the naïve subject waits for his turn to say so. The first “subject” announces “line 1.” Then the second person says “line 1.” Something’s terribly wrong here, the real subject might think to himself as each of the other participants in turn gives “line 1” as his answer. By the time it is his turn, the puzzled subject finds himself trapped in a conflict that demands immediate resolution: Should he trust his own judgment or should he go along with the unanimous majority? Asch found, to his surprise, that subjects went along with the bogus majority’s answers about a third of the time.

Asch went on to conduct a number of variations on this basic procedure, in order to identify the factors that lead to lesser or greater amounts of conformity. For example, in different experiments he examined the effects of the size of the bogus majority, the difficulty of the perceptual task (by varying the length differences among the three possible matching lines), and the importance of a non-unanimous majority (where a member  of the false majority was instructed to deviate from the others and also give correct answers).
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No longer shackled by financial worries and buoyed by a renewed self-confidence, Milgram felt freer to be himself in his second year at Harvard. He unveiled an unbuttoned persona, marked by spontaneity, imaginative whimsy, an uninhibited sociability, a wry sense of humor, and sometimes cockiness. Contrary to Harvard norms, he conversed on a first-name basis with younger faculty such as Richard Solomon and George Mandler, with whom he took the Pro-seminar in Social and Clinical Psychology in the fall of 1955. He would get his friend John Shaffer to join him in little improvisational skits and parodies. He would readily start conversations with strangers in the street. Sometimes he sat in his dorm room for an hour or two, eyes closed, creating and watching richly textured movies in his head. He used peyote with a small group of classmates. One of these was Robert Palmer, who went on to become a clinical psychologist. Palmer remembers the accentuated sensory experience that peyote created. He recalls driving through the streets of Cambridge with colored lights becoming extremely bright and vivid, and walking through a room and seeing the colors red and green float onto the surface of a white linoleum floor.

In the spring semester of 1956, while working as a research assistant to Asch, Milgram signed up for four courses. On February 21, three weeks into the semester, he received a note from Mrs. Sprague informing him that he had exceeded the maximum number of courses (three) that students could take when they had assistantships. He wrote back to her, contesting her interpretation of the rules and telling her that, if she was correct, he planned to petition the dean, adding dryly: “In anticipation of the correctness of your view, I am already looking for a scribe to write out my petition in the form of an illuminated manuscript—and in Latin—that will certainly have its effect.” Eleanor Sprague—who was a walking repository of departmental rules, both written and not, was right, of  course. Milgram’s appeal to the dean was turned down, and he had to drop one of the courses.

When he wrote to Frederick Mosteller, the acting dean of the Committee of Higher Degrees, about taking two summer courses, the letter was tinged with chutzpah: He ended his letter by saying that “since it appears to me unlikely that your office will object to my program, I shall regard it as considered satisfactory by the Department unless I am informed otherwise.” Despite his cockiness—or perhaps because of it—he must have been “informed otherwise,” because his transcript shows that he took only one course that summer.




CHAPTER 3

NORWAY AND FRANCE

THE TOPIC MILGRAM chose for his doctoral dissertation was “national character”—those traits that distinguish one culture from another. Milgram first became fascinated with cross-cultural differences during the summer of 1953, when he traveled through France, Spain, and Italy. When he came to Harvard, this interest took on a more disciplined and systematic guise. He did an analysis of national stereotypes for Allport’s social psychology qualifying course in the spring of 1955. A year later, he took a reading course on national character with Roger Brown in which he covered about a hundred articles and books related to the topic. Milgram’s exposure to Asch’s group pressure experiments when he served as his teaching and research assistant during the 1955-1956 academic year gave him the experimental tools to extract a specific researchable question from the sprawling, unruly domain of cross-cultural inquiry: How did two or more nationalities compare in their degree of conformity?

He wanted Allport to be his dissertation supervisor, since they had already established a warm relationship and the study of cultural differences and intergroup relations was one of Allport’s diverse research interests. Perhaps most important was Allport’s mentoring style, which would give Milgram a good deal of latitude in the development and implementation of his research ideas. As Tom Pettigrew, another Allport student, put it, “A firm believer in the uniqueness of personality, Gordon practiced what he preached with his doctoral students. He let us follow our own pursuits and methods. . . .”

Milgram’s plan was to complete virtually all of his course requirements for his Ph.D. degree in social psychology during the 1956-1957 academic year and then conduct research for his doctoral dissertation in 1957-1958. He needed to obtain financial support for it—especially since the research he had in mind would need to be done abroad. In the fall of 1956, he made some inquiries and found that a research training fellowship offered by the Social Science Research Council (SSRC) seemed a like a good fit for his needs and qualifications.

Allport had been out of the country since the spring of 1956. Milgram was reluctant to bother him during his travels, but SSRC’s deadline for fellowship applications was January 7, 1957, and Allport wasn’t scheduled to return to the United States until the beginning of December. So, on October 17, Milgram sent a lengthy letter to Allport—who was then in Italy—asking him to be chairman of his dissertation committee and describing his research idea:I am very sorry to impose on your stay in Europe with matters that ordinarily should be confined to Emerson Hall, but time has a bearing on the matter I would like to discuss. . . . I would like to write my thesis in 1957-58, on the subject of national character, and with you as my thesis director. . . . There is no other person in the Harvard community I would prefer to work with. I know of other staff members for whom national character is a more central interest than it appears to be for you, but I see my approach as far more congruent to your sympathies—as expressed, say, in chapter six of [Allport’s book] The Nature of Prejudice, titled “The Scientific Study of Group Differences.” I anticipate differing views here and there but within a clear context of extensive accord.





He told Allport that in his immersion in the writings on national differences, he found them largely speculative and impressionistic, with very little grounded in objective, scientific research involving the direct, systematic observations of concrete behavior. The specific experimental technique he had in mind was one he had become intimately familiar with when he served as Asch’s assistant. He would conduct a cross-cultural replication of  Asch’s conformity experiment in three countries—England, France, and Germany. It would be a variation of the original procedure in which the task of distinguishing between a pair of acoustic tones would be substituted for judgments of length of lines. This modification would make the procedure more economical, since he could prerecord the “pressure group’s” incorrect responses, eliminating the need to use confederates.

In concluding his letter to Allport, he noted that although his own enthusiasm for the project “has been enduring and high . . . I do not presume it to be contagious. Still, you may not think it too bad an idea, and perhaps you will consent to be my thesis director.”

In his letter of reply from Rome, Allport expressed his general approval of the proposed area of research and its value for the reasons Milgram stated. He was glad that Milgram was interested in the topic of national character and that he had already done intensive reading on it. And he agreed to be Milgram’s thesis supervisor, provided that the project they would work out would be mutually satisfactory. But the experiment itself concerned him: “The design you outline is not feasible, I fear. Chiefly, the difficulty is your overly optimistic view of facilities, availability of subjects, European collaboration. These are serious problems and you would experience endless frustration.” Allport told Milgram to “hold the problem over” until his return to Cambridge in early December when they could have a conference to pursue it further in person.

The meeting with Allport after his return to Harvard resulted in a streamlining of Milgram’s research plans into a more realistic and workable project. From a three-way comparison of conformity, it was modified to a two-country comparison between the United States and Norway. Allport had suggested Norway because the Institute for Social Research in Oslo seemed ideally suited for cross-cultural research. It had served as the initiator and central office of one of the few cross-cultural studies conducted up to that point that had used experimental methods—a multination study of the consequences of deviation from group norms, conducted by a short-lived group, the Organization for Comparative Social Research (OCSR). The institute had staff members who had interests in cross-cultural investigations, such as Ragnar Rommetveit and Stein Rokkan. It seemed likely  that the institute and its staff would be hospitable to Milgram and his intended research.

Allport wrote Rommetveit and Rokkan, with a copy of the proposal Milgram was sending to the SSRC, asking whether it was feasible for Milgram to do the research at the institute and whether they would be able to provide any necessary help once he was there. Allport added that “Milgram himself is a young and zealous fellow, full of drive, responsive and friendly, about 23 years of age. I think you would like him.” In their replies to Allport, both men expressed a genuine interest in Milgram’s project. They referred Milgram to the appropriate personnel who would help him work out the technical details, both at the Institute for Social Research and at its affiliate, the Psychological Institute (the Department of Psychology) at the University of Oslo.

Milgram’s application to the SSRC for the Research Training Fellowship went out during the last week of 1956. On March 26, 1957, he was informed by a letter from the SSRC that his name was placed on a short list of alternates; the possibility of his being awarded a fellowship was contingent on some awardees turning down their offers. Apparently that did in fact happen, because only two weeks later, on April 10, he was awarded a fellowship—a sum of $3,200 for a twelve-month period.

Unfortunately, two months later, Milgram received a letter from Allport informing him that “at its meeting on June 6th, this Department voted that you fail [sic] the examination in Statistics.” As a requirement for the Ph.D. degree, students had to pass several special exams demonstrating their competencies in various areas, one of which was statistics. It was given only once a year, in the spring, so Milgram could retake it the following year at the earliest.

When Allport informed Elbridge Sibley, the executive director of the SSRC, about this unexpected development, Sibley was “considerably distressed,” since mastery of statistical techniques was necessary to enable Milgram to do the data analyses involved in his dissertation research. Milgram wrote Sibley that despite the fact that he managed to bungle the statistics exam, he felt—and he had been told—that his level of competence in statistics, attained in part by an honors course in statistics in the summer of  1956—was more than adequate to meet the needs of his research project. But if Sibley was not satisfied by this affirmation, Milgram proposed to prepare a detailed “statistical monograph” containing a precise description of the data-analytic techniques he would use in his research—and he would do this before his departure for Norway. After receiving assurances about Milgram’s competence from Allport and Fred Mosteller, Sibley told Milgram that he could move ahead with his research plans without additional statistical preparation. The reassurance from Mosteller was especially compelling, since he was a leading expert in the field of statistical techniques.

Milgram started receiving the monthly installments of his fellowship stipend in July, which he used to carry out pretesting of his research procedure with Harvard students over the summer.

One final hurdle had to be cleared before Milgram could sail for Norway. He needed to get formal approval of his thesis proposal from his thesis committee at a meeting convened for that purpose. Since most of the committee members were away during the summer, that meeting could not take place before September 23, the first day of the fall semester, when all of the faculty would be back in Cambridge.

Milgram’s meeting with his thesis committee took place on September 24. Although the committee offered some suggestions and criticisms that they wanted Milgram to take into account—not an uncommon feature of thesis proposal conferences at most universities—they approved the proposal. In a follow-up letter, Allport summarized the points raised by the committee at the thesis meeting and concluded with what amounted to a vote of confidence in the soundness of Milgram’s judgments:Let me repeat that we know change will be needed in the design and we hope you will prove flexible in handling the new situation and the advice of your Norwegian colleagues. At the same time don’t change your subject to the “Norwegian Herring Market” without consulting us!

 

You have our best wishes for a very fine year.

 

Cordially yours,

Gordon W. Allport





On October 5, Milgram departed from New York aboard the Oslo-bound ocean liner Bergensfjord, a sleek new acquisition of the Norwegian-American Line. The ship docked in Oslo on an uncharacteristically sunny day. The autumn air was brisk and the city was suffused by the light of the mellow October sun. People were bustling about energetically engaged in their everyday business. In a letter to a female friend a few days after his arrival, Milgram joked that his hosts at the Institute for Social Research had sent a cute blonde secretary to meet him, but they had missed each other. He observed that Oslo was much more like an American city than Paris, Rome, or Madrid, with big cars plying the streets and people dressing much like in Minneapolis or Podunk. The girls were very attractive and very tall, most of them “tower[ing] over little Stanley.” Still, he noticed that there were enough of his size, and he was looking forward to getting to know them. He noted that Oslo “clearly lacks the charm of Copenhagen. In fact, it more or less lacks charm.” Over the course of the year, that glib judgment would be displaced by a more nuanced view that included a greater fondness for the city and its people. In fact, about a month later, he wrote to Allport: “I have great respect for what the Norwegians have created from a land none too generous in its natural offerings. On the other hand, someone might tactfully suggest to some of our modern Vikings that Grieg does not exactly rank with Bach, nor Ibsen with Shakespeare.”

Although Milgram’s host organization was the Institute for Social Research, it turned out that the institute did not have a room available that would be suitable for Milgram’s experiment. But his hosts were able to help him get one in the basement of the Department of Psychology of the University of Oslo, with which they had a close working relationship. In fact, his primary mentor and adviser in Norway, the social psychologist Ragnar Rommetveit, had a joint appointment at both places. In addition to the help provided by the faculty and staff at the institute and the department, Milgram could seek out the advice of two prominent American social psychologists—Irving Janis, of Yale University, and Daniel Katz, from the University of Michigan—who happened to be there as visiting Fulbright scholars.

Milgram’s first month in Oslo was devoted to the intricate technical details of setting up his experimental procedure—from drilling holes and hooking up electrical connections to tape-recording instructions, pairs of tones, and the voices of the persons who would serve as the pressure group. A final preparatory step was to do a dry run with some pretest subjects. In order to conduct the experiment in the subjects’ native language, Milgram had hired Guttorm Langaard, a doctoral student in psychology. His was the voice of the Norwegian experimenter, and he helped with the recruitment of subjects and other details.

By the middle of November, Milgram had a well-oiled experimental setting and routine in place, ready to receive subjects. To enhance the generalizability of his findings, he made sure all the regions of Norway would be represented among his sample of student subjects. This would be easy, because the University of Oslo was the only full-fledged university in the country at the time, and its student body came from all over—from the Oslo area in the South to the Nord-Norge region beyond the Arctic Circle in the North.

Whenever an appointment was made with a subject, the importance of promptness was stressed, since he would be one of six people participating at the same time, and the session could not begin until everyone was present. When a subject arrived at the lab, he was asked to put his coat on a bench, which was already piled high with other outer garments. A series of six numbered doors lined the laboratory, and the subject was taken to the one marked “Subject 6” in Norwegian. These and other details were meant to create the impression that all the other subjects were already there. The door was opened, revealing a small booth. The subject was seated in the booth, earphones were fitted over his head, and he was handed a microphone.

The experimental task involved judging which of a pair of short acoustic tones was longer, the first or the second. There were thirty trials. On each, a different pair of sounds would be heard through the headphones. The subject would be the last to give his judgment, after hearing the voices of the other five subjects, one after the other, giving their judgments. The other five voices, of course, were the voices of Milgram’s confederates. On  sixteen of the thirty trials, interspersed throughout the series, the confederates unanimously gave the wrong answer. On those sixteen critical trials, Milgram’s subjects confronted a troubling conflict, similar to the one Asch’s subjects had faced: Should they maintain their independence of judgment or yield to group pressure and announce the same incorrect answer?

The subject also did not know that the others constituted a “synthetic group” that was not physically present in the lab. Each subject heard only the voices of the group, which Milgram had prerecorded on tape and deftly synchronized—so deftly, in fact, that Milgram had a hard time convincing many a subject, after the experiment was over, that he had been the only “live” subject in the lab.

Milgram had an irrepressible sense of humor—with almost a life of its own—that refused to be tethered by common conventions of appropriateness, such as that dissertations should be written with a straight-ahead, and sometimes unintendedly soporific, seriousness. So, in his dissertation, he explained one of the practical benefits of an imaginary pressure group as follows: “The group is always willing to perform in the laboratory at the experimenter’s convenience, and personalities on tape demand no replay royalties.”

In the first experiment, subjects conformed to the bogus majority—that is, gave the wrong answer—on 62 percent of the critical trials. After each experimental session, Milgram conducted individual interviews with the participants to gather qualitative information, after which he revealed to them the true purposes and details of the experiment. Almost all subjects completely denied or underestimated the majority’s influence on their own answers. Although Milgram gradually attained a serviceable mastery of Norwegian over the course of his year in Oslo, during the early experiments he worried that he did not know the language well enough to conduct the interviews in the subjects’ native language. He quickly discovered that this was a needless worry because he could conduct the interviews in English. “It is hard to convey,” he wrote with a palpable sense of wonder, “how uniformly competent these subjects were in expressing themselves in English.” Not a single one of the 150 university student participants had to exclude himself from the interview because of insufficient knowledge of English.

In a second experiment, Milgram wanted to see if putting a premium on answering correctly, by suggesting the students’ behavior would have serious consequences, would make the students less conforming. He did this by telling them (as well as the subjects in subsequent variations) that information gleaned from the experiments would be applied to the design of safety signals on airplanes. This information did reduce the level of conformity to 56 percent, but the difference between this figure and the 62 percent conformity rate in the first experiment, referred to as the Baseline condition, was not statistically significant.

Even though Milgram had jacked up the consequences of responding inaccurately in this second experiment—the Aircraft condition—people were still yielding to peer pressure more than 50 percent of the time. While the Baseline and Aircraft conditions differed in how motivated subjects were (or should have been) to answer accurately, both required a public response that could be heard, or so the subjects thought, by the others. Milgram wondered: Would eliminating this feature free the subjects to act more independently, or was their propensity to conform so deeply ingrained that even if their answer would not be heard by others, they would yield to group pressure?

In the next experiment, another group of subjects was given the same test as the subjects in the Aircraft experiment, with one important difference: After hearing the answers of the other “subjects” over the intercom, they were asked to write their answers on paper rather than announce them publicly for the group to hear. In this Private condition, the rate of conformity dropped further, but not as precipitously as one might have expected. Subjects still conformed to the majority almost 50 percent of the time.

Milgram’s initial dissertation research proposal called for a Norway-U.S. comparison. He planned to return to the United States after he completed the Norwegian data collection phase and put a comparable group of American college students through the same experimental procedures, completing both parts of the research in one year. In the research proposal accompanying his application to SSRC, he had hypothesized that Americans would conform more than Norwegians. This expectation was based largely on impressionistic reports—it was more an educated guess than a deeply  held conviction. Milgram’s main goal was to harness the enlightening power of the experimental method to provide objective evidence of behavioral differences between cultures. He was more interested in whether or not such differences could be identified than the specific direction those differences would take.

This approach was a departure from the prevailing view among postwar social psychologists, who believed that theory-based research aimed at testing directional hypotheses was the royal road to scientific purity, a legacy inherited from the “harder” sciences. There was also an unspoken and largely unconscious motivation: To develop a hypothesis and then have it verified in an experiment would be evidence of one’s scientific acumen and prescience.

Although Milgram identified solidly with social psychology, he disagreed with its heavy emphasis on hypothesis-testing:It is a common fallacy of social psychology that the most important function of experimentation is to verify hypotheses. Sometimes there is a good reason to guess the outcome of an experiment, but often such a guess is neither warranted nor desirable. In this study, the group pressure experiment was conceived as a tool for controlled observation and measurement. At this stage of cross-national research, when even simple, objective descriptions of national groups have not been attained, an experiment is no more in need of an hypothesis than is a thermometer. The utility of a measuring instrument does not depend on the guess we make about its reading.





It did not take Milgram long to discover—through the high conformity rates he was seeing in his lab, discussions with his subjects and others, and his own direct observation of life in Oslo—that his hypothesis about Norwegian individualism crashed head-on with the realities of Norwegian behavior and values. He observed a society pervaded by an egalitarian ethos where group solidarity and cohesiveness were valued and where standing out from the crowd, being conspicuous, and drawing too much attention to oneself were frowned upon. Milgram’s Norwegian colleagues introduced  him to the Janteloven, or the “Jante Laws,” whose ten “commandments” embody, and perhaps help maintain, the norms of group solidarity found in Norway and other parts of Scandinavia. Three of these commandments are:Thou shalt not believe thyself better than us.

Thou shalt not believe thou knowest more than us.

Thou shalt not think thou art wiser than us.





Milgram had sent Allport a detailed progress report after the completion of the first three experiments. He noted that the general pattern of scores he found among his Norwegian subjects was very similar to those of his American subjects in his pretests at Harvard, effectively invalidating his hypothesis regarding Norwegian-U.S. differences: “My guess that Norwegians would be impressively more independent than Americans appears to be contradicted by the experimental results.” Furthermore, he concluded that “one need not live here too long before being convinced that Norwegians more closely resemble Americans in temperament, outlook, and way of life than any other European people. The problem of finding experimental differences between national groups is imposing enough without jeopardizing the outcome by choosing an unpromising comparison nation.”

This development forced Milgram to think about which country might in fact be a promising substitute for the United States as a comparison to Norway. France came immediately to mind. His experience living in Paris during the summer of 1953 suggested that France was a country marked by far less social consensus than Norway, a country with a tradition that seemed to prize critical judgment and diversity of opinion. “France seems to me to be a very good bet,” he wrote Allport. “It takes me from the Nordic to Latin system; Norwegians and Frenchmen regard themselves as very different (and probably inter-sterile) breeds of men.”

The intriguing and unexpected findings of the first few conditions convinced Milgram of the need for additional experimental variations, beyond the few planned originally, to test the limits of Norwegian conformity. There was also the gnawing question of generalizability. No matter how many additional experiments he conducted with his sample of university  students, he could not be sure his findings were representative of the population at large. Even though his subjects came from all over Norway, at that time only one out of 1,000 Norwegians attended the University of Oslo. Thus, Milgram felt it would be important to repeat at least a couple of the conditions with a non-university sample.

Allport was delighted with Milgram’s progress. He found the rationale for his modified plans reasonable and convincing, and he gave them his blessing. The change of plans meant that Milgram would have to extend his stay in Norway. It was now mid-February. He estimated that he could complete the additional Norwegian experiments by the end of May, a month before his fellowship year was up and the monthly stipends would end. It was clear that, regardless of which comparison country he and Allport agreed on, he would need funding for another year. As he was mulling over this problem, he received, “with the expediency of a Biblical miracle,” a letter from Elbridge Sibley informing him that the SSRC had just begun a Completion of Doctoral Dissertation fellowship program that would provide him with the financial support to continue his doctoral research into a second year. Besides completing an application form spelling out his research plans, he needed a confidential evaluation from someone familiar with his work so far. In a letter to Sibley, Allport readily provided a strong recommendation: “Since Milgram is a very bright person and making such excellent progress, I hope you will find it possible to back him an additional year.” Milgram was notified that he had been awarded the one-year extension on March 20, 1958.

He then went about designing some additional experiments with Norwegian college students. In one, Milgram wanted to test his subjects’ sensitivity to audible criticisms. So he taped comments from his confederates—such as “Trying to show off?”—which, by means of a separate tape recorder, Milgram would inject immediately after a subject gave a correct response that contradicted the majority’s erroneous responses. This kind of censure from peers—the Censure condition—caused the conformity rate to jump to 75 percent.

The last experiment with his student population was aimed at ruling out an alternative explanation for the findings in the previous experiments. In postexperimental interviews, some subjects claimed that they matched the majority’s judgments because they were unsure of their own accuracy. But if they had been able to overcome their doubts, they would have remained more independent. To explore the validity of this claim, Milgram modified the laboratory procedure to enable subjects to request—by ringing a bell that would be heard by the experimenter and, supposedly, by the other “subjects”—that a pair of tones be presented again so they could reexamine them before giving their answers. The rate of conformity dropped somewhat to 69 percent. Even more telling was the fact that only five out of the twenty subjects in this Bell condition requested a repetition. The fact that a majority of the subjects did not avail themselves of the opportunity to hear the tones again provided strong verification that the subjects’ yielding responses were indeed indicators of their conforming tendencies and not merely their doubts about the accuracy of their answers.

To verify that the levels of conformity he had obtained so far were not aberrations, limited for some reason to college students, Milgram tested a group of factory workers at the Elektrisk Bureau, the Norwegian equivalent of General Electric or Westinghouse. With the meticulous attention to detail that made his experimental dramas so credible, Milgram made a new set of tapes of this phony majority, using employees from the same factory so that the naïve subjects would hear genuine working-class accents similar to theirs. Milgram replicated two experiments—the Aircraft and Censure conditions—with this group.

He found that the workers were more independent than the students. In the Aircraft condition, their conformity rate was 49 percent, compared with the student rate of 56 percent. In the Censure condition, they yielded to the majority on 68 percent of the critical trials, compared with the students’ yielding rate of 75 percent. These differences were not statistically significant, however; that is, they were within the range that could be due to chance. For all practical purposes, then, the level of conformity among both groups was about the same, enabling Milgram to conclude that, in their totality, his results were broadly indicative of an important Norwegian behavioral characteristic.

To obtain subjects’ reactions to the ethical issues pertaining to the experiment, Milgram distributed a questionnaire to his Norwegian student subjects about two months after their participation. One question asked subjects how they felt immediately after the experiment. Most of them expressed annoyance with themselves because they hadn’t figured out what was really going on.

A second question asked, “Do you feel now that the experiment was ethical or unethical?” with four response options: Very unethical, unethical, ethical, and neither ethical nor unethical. Of the 91 subjects who responded to this question, no one rated it very unethical, 8 judged it unethical, 14 as ethical, and the majority—69 subjects—rated it neither ethical nor unethical.

A third question asked: “How do you feel now about having been in the experiment?” There were five response options, anchored by “I’m very glad to have been in the experiment” at one end and “I’m very sorry to have been in the experiment” at the other. No one selected this last option. Only one out of 93 respondents said he was sorry, and a majority—70 subjects—said they were glad or very glad to have been in the experiment. This is a question Milgram would employ again in later years as his experiments grew increasingly controversial.

Milgram ended his presentation of the postexperimental results with some observations about them:It appears that most subjects were glad to have participated, despite the trickery involved. The reasons for this seem to be: First they understood that any deception used was not primarily for personal gain, but for the advancement of knowledge. They appreciated that they were informed of the true character of the experiment as soon as possible. They understood that whatever their performance may have been, we placed them in a position of trust by revealing the true purpose and methods of the experiment, and they knew that the success of the experimental project depended on their willingness to support this trust. If for twenty minutes, we abused their dignity, we reaffirmed it by extending to them our confidence. . . . Most subjects accept the necessity of deception in this experiment and do not  condemn it morally. That is not to say they should have the last word on the matter. No action is divested of its unethical properties by the expedient of a public-opinion poll; nor is the outcome of such an inquiry irrelevant to the issue.





This degree of attention to the ethics of experimentation was unusual at the time among psychological researchers. A notable exception was Asch, who in his various reports about his conformity experiments addressed the ethical issues connected with his research. For example, in one of his reports he noted that “the circumstances [of the experiment] place a special responsibility on the experimenter and obligate him to surround the procedure with proper safeguards. It has been the writer’s experience that far more important than the momentary pain or discomfort of the procedure is the way in which the experimenter deals with the subject.” Milgram had read those reports, but in describing his ethics questionnaire to Allport, he did not reference Asch. Rather, he credited discussions by another social psychologist, Richard Crutchfield, and unspecified others about the ethical problems associated with conformity experiments as sources for the idea. However, it seems reasonable to assume that contact with Asch, through his writings and as his assistant at Harvard, played an important role in the development of Milgram’s ethical sensitivities.
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Although the experiments absorbed most of Milgram’s time and attention during his stay in Norway, and then later in France, he found time to develop a social life, cultivate friendships, become part of the local student culture, maintain an active correspondence with family and friends back in the United States, and take trips to other European countries during vacation breaks.

In a letter to a friend in New York, he bragged that word had reached him from Harvard that his doctoral research was being lauded as one of the most important studies being conducted by a member of the department. But he admitted that this was not as impressive as it might sound,  because he was the one who had circulated the rumor in the first place. In addition to sending letters to his mother, Joel, and Marjorie, he would sometimes send them souvenirs. Once, after sending some carved wooden Norwegian figurines for Joel, he confided that they were actually carvings of himself: “It ’s amazing how a change in climate and diet affects alteration in appearance and character.” He would keep his mother informed about the progress he was making in his work. She would, in turn, write chatty letters expressing her pride in his accomplishments and about her new little car, the movies she had seen, and the like. And she was the caring Jewish mother, in the best sense, asking him to be especially careful driving in his Volkswagen; gently suggesting that he buy a good suit or two for a planned trip to England, “but only what you will be proud to wear back home”; wishing before a subsequent trip to England that he wouldn’t go because of a flu epidemic; admonishing him for overdrawing his checking account; and wondering if he ever met any nice Jewish girls.

But Milgram’s letters home could also be somber. One, written to his Harvard schoolmate, John Shaffer, has a prophetic poignancy, in light of his later preoccupations:My true spiritual home is Central Europe, not France, the Mediterranean countries, England, Scandinavia, or Northern Germany, but that area which is bounded by the cities of Munich, Vienna, and Prague. . . . I should have been born into the German-speaking Jewish community of Prague in 1922 and died in a gas chamber some twenty years later. How I came to be born in the Bronx Hospital I’ll never quite understand.





Among Milgram’s most memorable activities in Norway was skiing, which became one of his true joys. He found himself drawn irresistibly to the sport by the glistening beauty of the snow-covered hills of Nordmarka surrounding Oslo, and he was glad to have succumbed. As he wrote Mrs. Sprague, “I did not know how to ski when I arrived in Oslo; I did not exactly know how to ski when I deserted from Oslo, but somewhere in the middle  I remember gliding down long, quiet mountain trails in the early evening, and the sun lighting up a cloud of snow powder thrown up by flying skis.”

What made his Norwegian experience even more pleasurable was finding some female companionship. In January 1958, he met a British girl, Rosalind, who became his steady girlfriend for the next three months until she had to return home. On Saturdays they would go skiing together and then cook dinner in his apartment. Although Stanley didn’t fall in love with her, he was very fond of her, and her constant company made him happy and contented.

During his stay in Oslo, Milgram shared an apartment with a group of Norwegian students in the Studentbyen, the student residences on the hills surrounding Oslo. One of his apartment-mates was Arne Olav Brundtland, who was engaged to a future prime minister of Norway, Gro Harlem Brundtland. Stanley had never seen five people living in such close quarters getting along so well. A sense of camaraderie and community developed within the group, which made parting at the end of the school year a genuinely sad experience.

Milgram’s warm feelings about the Norwegians he came to know were in stark contrast with his reactions to the physical surroundings. Writing to a Norwegian friend after he had left the country, he recalled that this was “the damp season in Oslo, when the skies pour down their waters on the urine colored walls of the older parts of the town. It is the season for pneumonia, sinusitis and despondency. The season of mud. But when the sun does shine, it has an agreeably thick quality to it, and the sunlight washes everything in its amber fluidity.”

Milgram ended up staying in Norway longer than he had planned. Although he had completed the experiments with the student population in late March, locating a non-university subject population for the last part of his research proved difficult. It took till the middle of May to line up the workers at the Elektrisk Bureau, and it was the middle of July by the time he had completed the two experimental conditions with them. He stayed in Oslo for another month to use the computing facilities at the institute—punching his data onto IBM cards—and to analyze them and draft a preliminary write-up of his results. He then traveled to Paris, arriving there in mid-August.

Stanley’s acclimation to life in Paris occurred more quickly and more easily than in Oslo. Things didn’t appear to have changed much over the five years since the summer of 1953. He was captivated by the city’s physical beauty:Paris is the city I like best in the world. It is especially beautiful . . . in the autumn, when the tan and gold maple leaves float by the classical marble statuary in the Jardin du Luxembourg, when the air is fragrant with autumn smoke, and the Seine captures the tan, crimson, and orange colors of the season. Oslo is a town, Copenhagen a city, New York a metropolis, and Paris a civilization. . . .





He had mixed feelings about the people of France, however. Not long after his arrival he expressed his pessimism in a letter to a Harvard classmate, Saul Sternberg, about the prospects of getting the kind of cooperation he had received in Oslo: “There is so much selfishness, dishonesty and pettiness in this country. These damned alcoholic frogs are about as cooperative as megalomaniacal mules.”

On the other hand, in a letter to another friend a couple of months later, he wrote that he felt constantly attuned to the city of Paris: “If I am feeling depressed here, I need only walk through the crowded marketplace or the bustling narrow streets or noisy squares and before I know it I am aglow with the feeling of being part of humanity. There is something about the French that is poignantly human. They laugh, they shout, they scowl, joke, cheat, cry, sing, bargain, argue, smile, explode, repent in a way that lets me know they are my species. . . .”

Milgram’s acclimation to Paris included becoming informed about its temptations. Recalling his Paris experience in a letter to a close friend in the United States, he wrote:When my girl ‘friend’ left Paris I started appraising the price of French meat. Very high. The girls must be unionized. 1500 francs buys you a fair to mediocre ‘companion’ in Paris. If you’re willing to spend 5,000 francs ($12.50  at the then current exchange rate, black market of course) we American boys, who spoke good French could arrange with a stunning French slut on the Champs Elysees. Of course I was in no position to throw away 5,000 francs (Ye gads, I lived on that for my last three weeks). In Seville, the situation is much less agonizing and a piece of choice Spanish meat could be had for $1.10 (44 pesetas). Kosher meat can’t be had anywhere. . . .





As in Oslo, he immersed himself in the local student scene. He had found living accommodations in one of the many university student residences associated with the University of Paris, Fondation Victor Lyon, located on Boulevard Jourdan. He paid $20 a month for a private modern room with a charming floor-to-ceiling window providing a panoramic view of a classical garden. He was able to obtain a French government meal subsidy that kept him well fed for less than sixty cents a day. He confided in a letter to an American friend that his entry into the Victor Lyon residence was gained fraudulently. While the letter contains no further explanation, most likely living in one of the student residences as well as qualifying for the meal subsidy required being a university student in Paris, and he passed himself off as one.

His stay at Victor Lyon was almost cut short by the dictatorial director of the residence. In December 1958, she threatened to evict him for staying up until all hours typing and getting up late in the morning, which she deemed dissolute behavior inconsistent with the rather rigid rules of conduct she expected the students to follow. He managed to stay on, but his troubles with “La directrice” came to a head when he wrote an article, in perfect idiomatic French, for Le Journal de Victor Lyon, a newsletter put out by the student residents of Victor Lyon—a biting criticism of the director for creating an oppressive atmosphere:To Madame the Director, the most important thing in our Fondation is neither a book of science, nor a sketchbook filled by an art student, nor the writings of a resident, but the little notebook that the night guard keeps with jealousy, and in which he reports the name of every student who comes back after 1:00 A.M. . . . This notebook . . . , secretly looked at, is for me a symbol of what is wrong at Victor Lyon.





Although other writers expressed similar sentiments in the newsletter, she was so enraged by his article that she sent a complaint to his department at Harvard. The matter ended up a mere tempest in a carafe after some local administrators came to Milgram’s defense. The Committee on Higher Degrees of the Social Relations department took up the matter at a meeting but decided to take no action given the supportive letters Talcott Parsons had received from a couple of administrators of the student residences. One wrote: “Thanks to the newsletter, the students have gotten most of the requests that they were asking for. All of the facts cited in the various articles are completely true. By his [Milgram’s] frankness, his good humor and general friendliness he has the appreciation of all his fellow students. . . . In all matters he has behaved in a responsible manner.” The letters laid the matter to rest for good, although a brief notation on the discussion about him in the meeting of the Committee on Higher Degrees remained in his graduate record.
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Milgram’s pessimism about getting assistance in France—a pessimism shared by Allport—turned out to have some basis. It wasn’t until mid-October, about two months after his arrival in Paris, that he found an appropriate location to set up his lab to conduct his experiments. Jerome Bruner had contacted Professors Robert Pagès and Daniel Lagache of the Social Psychology Laboratory at the Sorbonne on his behalf. As a result of their help, he obtained the use of two rooms within a large student housing complex located in Antony, a small town four miles south of Paris. An important advantage of this setting was the ready availability of a large pool of potential subjects residing within the housing complex who could be approached by door-to-door solicitation.

Since the residence housed students from all parts of France, his subjects represented a broad geographic distribution, as in Norway. Other than the fact that the experiments were conducted in French, Milgram made sure that they were as similar as possible to those conducted in Norway. As an example of Milgram’s meticulous attention to detail, he used the same stimulus tapes he had used in Norway—spliced into the French recordings—played on the same tape recorder, “and as it worked on 50 cycle synchronized operation both in France and Norway, we have every assurance that very close tolerances in tape speed were maintained.”

As in Norway, Milgram carried out five experiments: Baseline, Airplane, Private, Censure, and Bell conditions. Some readers might wonder: If Milgram’s main purpose was to provide a direct behavioral comparison of conformity and independence in Norway and France, why did he do so many variations in each country? Wouldn’t repeating the same single experiment in both countries be sufficiently informative? Here is how Milgram explained the rationale for multiple experiments in both countries:It would have been superficial to conduct a single experiment in Norway, one in France, and then draw conclusions. . . . If we are concerned with studying national differences, we should be less interested in the simple incidence of conformity in two nations than in a comparison of the patterns of measures stemming from the several experiments. Various uncontrolled factors may raise or lower the absolute level of conformity from one country to the next, but within a nation these factors are likely to affect measures in a uniform way and not upset the relationships among them.





So, how did the French students compare with the Norwegians? On average, the French subjects yielded to the majority less often—about 50 percent of the time—than their Norwegian counterparts, who conformed on 62 percent of the critical trials, and the difference was statistically significant. Moreover, there was a remarkable consistency underlying this overall difference: The French subjects conformed less than the Norwegians in each of the five experimental conditions (see Table 3.1).

Furthermore, while conformity levels were higher among the Norwegian than among the French subjects, the pattern of fluctuations among the conditions was similar in both countries (see Figure 3.1). For example, both groups of students conformed less in the Aircraft condition than in the Baseline condition; in both countries, censure from peers resulted in a greater tendency to yield to them, and so on.

TABLE 3.1 Percentage of Critical Trials That Were Pro-Majority for Five Experimental Conditions in Norway and France

		Percentage of Critical Errors 
	Condition 	Norwegian Students 	French Students 
	Baseline	62	50
	Aircraft	56	48
	Private	50	34
	Censure	75	59
	Bell	69	58
	Average Percentage	62	50
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FIGURE 3.1 Differences in Levels of Conformity Among the Five Conditions in Norway and France.

Some additional findings point up the pervasiveness of French-Norwegian differences in their tendency to yield to group pressure: In the Bell condition, in which the subjects were given an opportunity to listen to the tones again before giving their judgment, only five of the twenty in the Norwegian group reexamined the tones, whereas a majority of the French students, fourteen out of twenty, did so. Also, all but one of the French subjects resisted the group at least once, whereas among the Norwegian subjects, 12 percent yielded to the majority on all the critical trials. The French students also expressed their stronger individualism by being more reactive, and sometimes temperamental, in the experimental situation. In the Censure condition, more than half of them made some kind of retaliatory comment in response to the other “subjects’” criticisms—in two cases quite explosively. In Norway, however, this rarely happened.

Milgram had also contemplated testing French workers for comparison with his Norwegian workers. However, he needed adequate time to prepare for the statistics exam in May, and he was concerned that adding a factory sample would unduly prolong his research and interfere with his studying.

Milgram’s cross-cultural experiment had broad, groundbreaking significance. It represents a major milestone in the transformation of the topic of national characteristics from armchair speculation to an object of scientific inquiry. In reflecting back on his experiments, Milgram was struck by the compatibility of his findings with features of each country’s culture observable in daily life outside of the laboratory, providing additional validation of his results. Norwegians, he noted, have a strong feeling of group identity and social responsibility. “It would not be surprising,” he observed, “to find that social cohesiveness of this sort goes hand in hand with a high degree of conformity.”

French society, in contrast, is marked by much less unity and a greater diversity of opinions, which could help immunize the individual against social pressures. France, he also noted, has a tradition of dissent. Its citizens place a high value on critical judgment, a tendency that, in Milgram’s opinion, “often seems to go beyond reasonable bounds.” This in itself, Milgram argued, could help explain the relatively low degree of conformity he found among his French subjects.

Milgram completed the conformity experiments with his French student subjects in late February and planned to return by ship to the United States in March, but his return trip was delayed a few weeks as he waited to find out whether his French girlfriend was pregnant. “Each time something like this happens,” he wrote to a Norwegian friend, “I resolve to abandon the irresponsible practice of sharing my pillow, but alas!”

An influential chapter in Milgram’s life had ended. Milgram’s year-and-a-half sojourn in Europe no doubt played an important role in his becoming a man of unusually broad and eclectic interests. One of his graduate students, Leon Mann, recalled:Stanley was quite international and European in his interests and sensibilities—cities, cinema, theater, literature, philosophy, history, social and political movements. There was a very cultured European style about Stanley: Softly spoken, inquisitive, curious about a wide range of . . . topics, gesturing with his hands. He was both a scholar and intellectual.





But even more important was the professional growth he experienced. His conformity study was pioneering research. It was the first time an objective technique was used to study cross-cultural differences in behavior. He now knew that he was capable of doing original research that would provide new insights about human behavior. It was an accomplishment that made him aim high and not settle for the mundane in his future career as a scientific researcher. Those experiments also had more specific carryover effects. The benign responses he received from his Norwegian subjects in the postexperimental questionnaire he had given them unquestionably lifted some of the ethical doubts that might later have prevented him from pursuing controversial research using deception. Indeed, the idea for Milgram’s obedience experiments, which grew out of his conformity work, would begin to take shape soon after his return to the States.
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