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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.

[image: 002]

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.

[image: 004]

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.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/blas_9780786725076_oeb_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/blas_9780786725076_oeb_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/blas_9780786725076_oeb_001_r1.jpg
THE MAN WHO
SHOCKED THE WORLD

The Life and Legacy of
Stanley Milgram

THOMAS BLASS, PH.D.

BASIC
BOOS

A Member of the Perseus Books Group
New York





OEBPS/blas_9780786725076_oeb_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/blas_9780786725076_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
A Dise

Macazint
Bust Book of

the Yean “A tour de force— Philip G. Zimbardo,

The Life and Legacy of
Stanley Milgram

Creator of
the Obedience
Experiment

and the Father

of Six Degrees

TaHoMAS Brass, pu.D
With a New Aftorword from the Author

B





