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Abstract
Although Milgram’s demonstrations on blind obedience figure as the most prominent studies in social psychology, his
role as one of the earliest cross-cultural experimentalist and the potential for research on obedience from a cross-cultural
perspective is widely ignored. In his first publication he compared French and Norwegians on their tendency to conform
to group norms. He indicated he was planning further research in national characteristics that might help to illuminate
the Nazi epoch in German history by comparing Germans and people from other European countries. These studies
were to become the famous Milgram experiments on blind obedience. Between 1968 and 1985 ten replications in countries outside the USA were conduced. Remarkably, the average obedience rates were very similar. Does this suggest that
blind obedience is a universal aspect of social behaviour? This conclusion might be premature as behaviour we define
as obedience may have different meaning in different cultures. Since the Milgram phenomenon is the prime example of
the so-called „fundamental attribution error” which demonstrates that (western) outside observers vastly underestimate
the situational pressure, it is likely that non-western observers may take more situational explanation into account and
therefore attribute less personal responsibility and blame which may lead to different moral evaluations of misdeeds
resulting from blind obedience.
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Psychologists and many non-psychologists alike remember Stanley Milgram as the author of the famous
studies on obedience – perhaps the best known series
of experiments ever conducted in psychology. However, his role as one of the earliest cross-cultural psychologists is almost forgotten.
Early in his career Milgram developed a lifelong
interest in the cross-cultural study of social behaviour
beginning with his dissertation, in which he compared
social conformity in Norway and France from 19571959. Originally, he planned to include Germany as
well. As he had predicted, he found that the Norwegian participant conform more than the French parti
cipants. His results were based on various replications
in both countries.
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He argued that research on national differences
is „largely speculative and impressionistic with very
little … systematic observation of concrete behaviour“
(Blass, 2004, p. 32). In his studies, he was careful to
observe rigorous methodological standards not employed by other researchers at that time.
He indicated that he was „planning further research in national characteristics … that might help
to illuminate the Nazi epoch in German history“ by
studying „Germans (who) might be found to be more
aggressive than Americans, to submit more readily to
authority and to display greater discipline“ (Milgram,
1961, p. 51). These studies were to become the famous
Milgram experiments on blind obedience (Milgram,
1963, 1974).
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