






A conversation with Stanley Milgram about familiar strangers, inhibitory anxiety on the sub
way, Kitty Genovese, obedience to authority, cognitivc maps, TV violencc, and a lost child. 

THE 
FROZEN 
WORLDOF
 
THE 
FAMILIAR
 
STRANGER:
 

"We are all fragile 
creatures entwined 
in acobweb of 
social constraints:' 

by Carol Tanis 
Carol Tavris: Much 
of your work is di
rected toward the cx
perience of living in 
cities, isolating the 
intangibles that make 
Oslo different from 
Paris, Topeka differ

ent from Denver, and New York different 
from anything. How do you go about de
fining those intangibles? 

Stanley Milgratn: First, you keep your 
eyes open; you generalize on the basis of 
numerous specific incidents; you try to 
determine whether particular incidents 
lead up to a definable pattern; you at
tempt to find an underlying coherence 
beneath the myriad surface phenomena 
in a particular city. You generalize from 
your own experience and formulate a 
hypothesis. 

Then you become systematic about it. 
You ask people what specific incidents 
seem to them to characterize a particular 
urban setting, and you see whether any 
pattcrns or dimensions emerge. When 
you ask Americans to cite specific in
cidents they think typical of London, for 
example, they often center on the civility 
of the Londoner. Typical comments about 
New York focus on its pace of activity, and 
diversity. The psychologist differs from 

the novelist or travel writer in that he tries 
to measurc whether these features-pace, 
friendliness, diversity-actually eorre
spond to what is out there, and differ 
from one urban setting to the next. Meas
urement of ambiance, then, is the special 
contribution that social psychology 
makes to centuries of travelogues. 

Tavris: What features of urban life 
have interestcd you most recently? 

Milgra:m: For years I've taken a com
muter train to work. I noticed that there 
were people at my station whom I had 
seen for many ycars but never spoken to, 
people I came to think of as familiar 
strangers. I found a peculiar tension in 
this situation, when people treat each 
other as properties of the environment 
rather than as individuals to deal with. It 
happens frequently. Yet there remains a 
poignancy and discomfort, particularly 
when there arc only two of you at the sta
tion: you and someone you have seen 
daily but never met. A barrier has devel
oped that is not readily broken. 

Tavris: How can you study the phe
nomenon of the familiar stranger? 

Milgra:m: Students in my research sem
inar took pictures of the waiting passen
gers at one station. They made duplicates 
of the photographs, numbered each of the 
faces, then distributed the group photo
graphs the following week to all the pas
sengers at the station. We asked the 
commuters to indicate those people 
whom they knew and spoke to, those 
whom they did not recognize, and those 
whom they recognized but had never spo
ken to. The commuters filled out the 
questionnaires on the train and turned 
them in at Grand Central Station. 

Well, we found that the commuters 
knew an average of 4.5 familiar strangers, 
and the commuters often had many fan
tasies about these people. Moreover, there 
are sociometric stars among familiar 
strangers. Eighty percent of the commu
ters recognized one person, although very 
few had ever spoken to her. She was the 
visual high point of the station crowd, per
taps because she wore a miniskirt con
stantly, even in the coldest months. 

Tavris: How do our dealings with fa
miliar strangers differ from those with to
tal strangers? 

Milgratn: The familiar-stranger phe
nomenon is not the absence of a relation
ship but a special kind of frozen 
relationship. For example, if you wanted 
to make a trivial request or get the time of 
day, you are more likely to ask a total 

stranger, rather than a person you had 
seen for many years but had never spoken 
to. Each of you is aware that a history of 
noncommunication exists between you, 
and you both have accepted this as the 
normal state. 

But the relationship between familiar 
strangers has a latent quality to it that be
comes overt on speeific occasions. I heard 
of a case in which a woman fainted in 
front of her apartment building. Her 
neighbor, who had seen her for l7 years 
and never spoken to her, immediately 
went into action. She felt a special respon
sibility; she called the ambulance, even 
went to the hospital with her. The likeli
hood of speaking to a familiar stranger 
also increases as you are removed from 
the scene of routine meeting. If I were out 
strolling in Paris and ran into one of my 
commutcr strangers from Riverdale, we 
would undoubtedly greet each other for 
the first time. 

And the fact that familiar strangers of
ten talk to eaeh other in times of crisis or 
emergency raises an interesting question: 
is there any way to promote solidarity 
without having to rely on emergencies 
and crises? 

Tavris: To study the familiar stranger, 
your students directly confronted com
muters for informatior.. Is this typical of 
your experimental style? 

Milgra:m: Methods of inquiry must al
ways be adapted to the problem at hand, 
and not all of life's phenomena can be as
semb'led in a laboratory. You must often 
go out to meet the problem, and it docsn't 
require a license to ask someone a ques
tion. My experimental style aims to make 
visible the social pressures that operate on 
us unnoticcd. 

And an expcriment has a tangible qual
ity to it; you see people really behaving in 
front of you, which stimulates insight. It 
is a matter of bringing issues down to a 
Ilevel where you can see them clearly, ren
dering processes visible. Social life is 
highly complex. We are all fragile crea
tures entwined in a cobweb of social con
straints. Experiments often serve as a 
beam that helps clarify the murky aspects 
of experience. And I do believe that a Pan
dora's box lies just beneath the surface of 
everyday life, so it is often worthwhile to 
challenge what you most t.1ke for granted. 
You are often surprised at what you find. 

Tavris: For examplcl 
MilgraIll: We've recently looked at the 

subway experience which is so character
istic of New York life. If you consider that 
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tage derives from an experiment that 
confirms historyl 

Milgram: The purpose of the obe
dience experiment was ncither to confirm 
nor disconfirm history, but to study the 
psychological function of obedience: the 
conditions under which it occurs, the de
fense mechanisms it entails, the emo
tional forces that keep the person 
obeying. The criticism you cite is akin to 
saying that we know people die of cancer, 
so why study itl 

Further, it is difficult for people to sort 
out what they know from what they only 
think they know. The elearest indication 
of ignorance about obedience is that 
w he n psychia trists, psychologists and 
others were asked to predict the perform
ance of subjects in the experiment, they 
failed totaHy. The psychiatrists said, for 
example, that only one person in a thou
sand would administer the highest shock 
on the board, and they were off by a factor 
of 500. 

Moreover, we must ask whether people 
really do learn the lessons of history. Isn't 
it alwa ys the "other guy" who shamelessly 
submits to authority, even in violation of 
elementary moralityll think it is hard for 
many people to accept that they them
selves have the potential to yield without 
limit to authority. All the pedagogic 
means at our disposal, whether in the 
form of history, literature, or experi
ments, nccd to be called into service to 
heighten awareness of this issuc. 

Finally, if one group eritieizcs the ex
periments because they merely confirm 
history, an equally vociferous group vehe
mently denies that Americans are capable 
of the degree of obedience demonstra ted 
in my experiment, and they conseq uently 
repudiate me and the experimertt. I sug
gcst people read my book and draw their 
own conclusions. 

Ta~ris: Your obedience work and city 
work both consider the network of social 
rules tha t constrain us. In the galaxy of 
factors that make up a city's atmosphere, 
for example, which do you think are the 
most importantl 

MilgraUl: Clearly, the degree of moral 
and social involvement people have with 
each other, and the way this is limited by 
the objective circumstanccs of city life. 
There arc so many people and events to 
cope with that you must simply disregard 
many possible inputs, just to get on. If you 
live on a country road you can say hello to 
each of the occasional persons who passes 
by: but obviously you can't do this on 
Fifth Avenue. 

As a measure of social involvemcnt for 
instance, we are now studying thc rc

"We are now studying the 
response to alost child in a 
big city and small towa' 

sponse to a lost child in big city and small 
town. A child of nine asks people to help 
him call his home. The graduate students 
report a strong difference between city 
and town dwellers: in the city, many 
more people refused to extend help to the 
nine-year-old. I like thc problem because 
there is no more meaningful measure of 
the quality of a culture than the manner 
in which it treats its children. 

Tavris: Hut is it incvitable that big 
cities breed impersonal treatment of oth
ersl You don't find drunks or beggars on 
the streets in Chinese cities, but if you did 
it would be everyone's responsibility to 
help. The moral norms are to aid the other 
).,'Uy, so no one person must play lone 
Samaritan. 

MilgraUl: I would be reluctant to com
pare a city such as Peking, in which the at
mosphere is permeated with political 
doctrines and imperatives, to Western 
cities. Bcyond that, it is true that not 
all large cities arc alike. Hut the most gen
eral movement is toward an adaptation 
common to all cities. Paris today seems 
more like New York than it did 20 years 
ago, and 50 years from now they will be 
even more alike, as adaptive needs come 
to dominatc local color. There will be 
some cultural differences, but these will 
fade, and I regard this as most unfortunatc. 

Tavris: You have just spent a year in 
Paris studying mental maps of the city. 
What are theyl 

Milgram: A mental map is the picture 
of the city that a person carries in his 
mind: the streets, neighborhoods, squares 
that are important to him, the way they 
are linked together, and the emotional 
charge attached to each element. The in
itial idea came from Kevin Lynch's book 
The Image of the City. The external city is 
encoded in the brain: you could say there 
is a city inside the mind. Even if the exter
nal city were destroyed, it could be re
constructed by reference to the mind's 
model of the city. 

Tavris: What did you find out about 
Parisi 

Milgram: First, that reality and mental 
maps are imperfectly linked. For example, 
the Seine may course a great arc through 
Paris, almost forming a half circle, but 
Parisians imagine it a much gentler curve, 
and some think the river a straight line 
as it flows through the city. And the pat
tern of known to unknown parts of the 
city is fascinating: there are large areas 
of eastern Paris that are not known to 
anyone but the residents of those partic
ular neighborhoods. Old people tend to 
retain the map of an earlier Paris and 
find it hard to include newer elements, 
however monumental. 

Tavris: Don't people have different 
maps, depending on their experience and 
economic statusl 

Milgram: There is both a universal 
mental map of Paris which all Parisians 
share, and there arc specialized maps de
pending on one's personal biography and 
social class. Wc interviewed more than 
200 Parisians, workers and professionals, 
and there were striking differences along 
class lines. For example, 63 percent of the 
professionals recogn ized a slide of thc 
Place Furstenberg, an unexceptional 
square that professionals infuse with a 
kind of bourgeois sentimentality: only 15 
percent of the workers could recognize it. 
And 84 pcrcent of the professionals could 
identify the UNESCO complex at Placc de 
Fontenoy: only 24 percent of the workcrs 
did. So there is an important class basis to 
the mental map. 

On the other hand, as many workers as 
professionals recognized the Place St. Mar
tin. And Notre Dame still represents the 
psychological core of the city to everyone, 
as it did a thousand years ago. So the maps 
have both universal and idiosyncratic 
components to them. 

Tavris: What are mcntal maps good 
fori 

MilgraDl: People make many impor
(Continued on page 76.) 
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Tavris: Let's back up '1 moment if we 
may. How did y.ou get into the field of 
psychologyl 

Milgram: My boyhood interests were 
scientific. I edited the high-school science 
magazine, and my first article in 1949 was 
on the effects of radiation on the in
cidence of leukemia in the Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki survivors. I was always doing ex
periments; it was as natural as breathing, 
and I tried to understand how everything 
worked. 

I fell awa y from science in collegc to 
pursue courses in political pllilosophy, 
music and art. But I finally camc to the re
alization that although I was interested in 
the questions raised by Plato, Thomas 
fiobbcs and John Locke, I was unwilling 
to accept their mode of arriving at an
swers. I was interested in human ques
tions tha t could be answered by objective 
methods. In the '50s thc Ford Foundation 

had a program to move people into the 
behavioral sciences. It seemed like a per
fect opportunity, and I shifted into social 
psychology at the Department of Social 
Relations at Harvard. Men of uncommon 
wisdom ran things at the time, and cre
ated a climate in which ideas and excellence 
found ready support and encouragement. 

Tavris: Who wcre your most impor
tant influences at Harvardl 

Milgram: Cordon Allport was my 
long-time mentor and friend. He was a 
modest man with a pink face; you felt an 
intense loving quality about him. Since I 
wasn't interested in persortality theory, 
he did not provide a specific intellectual 
input, but hc gave me a strong sense of my 
own potential. Allport was my spiritual 
and emotional support. He cared for 
people deepl y. 

Tavris: If Cordon Allport was your 
spiritual adviser, who was your most im

portant in tellec tual int! uence as a student l 

Milgram: Solomon Asch, a brilliant, 
creative man, who possessed great philo
sophic depth. He is certainly the most im
pressive social psychologist I have known. 
I was his teaching assistant when he vis
ited Harvard, and later worked for him at 
the Institute for Advanced Study in 
Princeton. He was always very independ
ent. I recall the day when the U.S. 
launched a successful space probe, after 
some early tailures. The scientists at the 
I.nstitute were visibly excited-as I was-at 
the prospects for space exploration. But 
Asch was uniquely calm, pointing out 
that we had enough problems on earth to 
solve, and he questioned the wisdom of 
deflecting attention to space. Of course 
there was enormous prescience in that 
view, hut it wasn't rccognized;lt the time. 

Tams: What about Henry Murrayl 
Milgram: A highly original man who 

did indeed accept the experiment at face 
value. Niot one person suspected the 
deception. 

Baumrind and other critics, Milgram 
believes, were simply uncomfortable with 
the fact that so many subjects obeyed; 
they assumed that the experimenter 
made the sUb,jects obey. "This con
ception is alien to my view. A concern 
with human dignity is based on a re
spect for a man's potential to act 
morally. I started with the belief that 
every person who came to the labora
tory was free to accept or to reject the 
dictates of authority." 

The scientific establishment was am
bivalent about the value of Milgram's 
work. I,n the same year, 1965, that Mil
gram was defending his experiment to 
his critics in The American Psychologi
cal Association, he was awarded the 
annual sociopsychological prize of the 
American Association for the Advance
ment of Science. 

Milgram's recent book, Obedience to 
Authority (Harper & Row), puts together 
10 years of research on the basic theme, 
exploring the conditions that elicit the 
greatest degree of obedience and the 
least. For example: 

. Obedience decreases when the victim 
is in the same room as the teacher, and 
decreases further when the teacher must 
touch the victim directly to administer the 
shock. The modern state, of course, is de
signed for impersonality, where switches 
can be pulled and bombs dropped with
out anyone ever seeing the victim. 

. Obedience drops sharply when the ex
perimenter is absent. To commit acts they 
would otherwise consider immoral, peo

pie mLJst have authority beside them. 
. Obedience drops when the subject is 

in a group of rebellious peers. Rebels 
awaken the subject to the possibility of 
disobedience and, in this case, to its be
nign results The group offers social sup
port for the deCision to disobey. 

. By contrast, obedience increases 
when the subject is merely an accessory 
to the crime, when he does not have to 
pull ttle shock lever himself. In this case, 
37 sublects out of 40 stay in the experi
ment to the end. 

Milgram's research sharply contradicts 
the view that only sadistic or aggressive 
individuals will inflict pain on innocent 
others He has studied over 1,000 people 
from all walks of life: skilled and unskilled 
workers, white-collar workers, profes
sionals, housewives. "The most funda
mental lesson of this study," he 
concludes, "is that ordinary people. sim
ply doing their jobs, and without any par
ticular hostility on their part. can become 
agents in a terrible, destructive process." 

To rule out the sadism hypothesis, Mil
gram gave his subjects the opportunity to 
select the shock level themselves. Only 
two out of 40 inflicted shock at the danger 
level; almost all of the rest went no further 
than the victim's first indication of dis
comfort. Nor would people obey anyone 
but the authority. 

Milgram explains obedience as a con
sequence of the hierarchical structure of 
authority. A person continues to obey for 
two reasons First, a set of' 'binding fac
tors" locks him into the situation polite
ness, his promise to help the 
experimenter, the awkwardness of get
ting out. Second, the person undergoes 

adjustments in his thinking that reduce 
conflict in favor of obedience. He may be
come so absorbed in the minutiae of the 
experiment that he loses sight of its over
all significance; he concentrates so close
lyon the switches that he does not hear 
the screams. He divests himself of all 
responsibility and places it on the experi
menter. Others justify their behavior by 
criticizing the victim: "He was so stupid and 
stubborn he deserved to be shocked." 

The obedience experiment has been 
replicated allover the world, including 
Australia, Germany, South Africa, Italy. 
Manyvariations remain untested. No one 
has yet put women in the role of experi
menter-authority, for example, although 
female subjects are as likely to obey as 
males. "I hate to make these predic
tions," says Milgram, "but I am not sure it 
would make much difference to put 
women in authority. Women bosses are 
just bosses like everyone el'se." 

Nor has anyone varied the nature of 
t,he authority; in all cases the experimen
ter has represented science. Whether 
people would be as likely to obey reli
gious, military, political, or academic 
authorities as they used to is unclear. 

Milgram himself, I gathered, is tired of 
the obedience work. He is bored with de
fending its ethics and explaining its impli
cations. He leaves further exploration to 
other researchers. He has contributed a 
brilliant, controversial paradigm to his 
field and now seeks another that will set 
social psychology on its ear. He's sure 
he will fi nd it. 

-Carol Tavris 

Obedience to Authority is a selection of the 
Psychology Today Book Club. 
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