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Obedience

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Sociology, Political Science, Ethics, Criminology

1. Core Definition

Obedience is a fundamental aspect of social influence, defined as the act of changing one's

opinions, judgments, or actions due to the direct command or instruction from an individual or

group perceived to be in a position of authority. This phenomenon is distinct from other forms of

social influence, such as conformity, which typically involves adjusting one's behavior or beliefs to

align with group norms without an explicit command. The critical differentiating factor in obedience

is the presence of a clear hierarchical relationship and an explicit directive from a superior.

A crucial insight into the nature of obedience is that the behavioral change it elicits does not

necessarily signify an internal agreement or endorsement of the command received. An individual

may perform an action under authority's directive while privately holding dissenting opinions or

moral reservations. For instance, a political figure, such as a senator, might be compelled by a

president to cast a vote contrary to their personal convictions or party platform. Should the senator

comply with the president's demand, their action would constitute obedience, despite their internal

disagreement with the policy or its implications. This highlights a central tension within the concept:

the separation of outward compliance from inward conviction.

The capacity for individuals to obey commands, even those that challenge their personal ethics or

rationality, underscores the profound power of authority structures in shaping human conduct.

Understanding obedience requires an examination of the psychological mechanisms at play, the

contextual factors that amplify or diminish its effects, and the broader societal implications that

arise from individuals' adherence to or defiance of authoritative dictates. It serves as a cornerstone

for both maintaining social order and, under certain circumstances, enabling profound moral

failings.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The term "obedience" derives from the Latin oboedientia, meaning "a hearkening, an obeying,"

which itself comes from oboedire, "to obey, to give ear to." This etymological root emphasizes the

act of listening and responding to a directive, often from a figure of higher standing. Historically, the

concept of obedience has been central to religious doctrines, political philosophy, and legal

systems, often tied to notions of duty, submission, and social hierarchy. Early philosophical texts,

from Plato's discussions of the ideal state to Hobbes's Leviathan, explored the necessity of

subjects' obedience for the maintenance of social order and the prevention of chaos.

In the modern era, particularly in the aftermath of World War II and the Holocaust, the
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psychological dimensions of obedience gained intense scholarly focus. Researchers sought to

understand how ordinary individuals could participate in, or allow, atrocities under the command of

authority figures. This period marked a shift from primarily philosophical or theological inquiries to

empirical psychological investigations. The desire to comprehend the societal forces that led to

such widespread compliance with immoral directives became a driving force for scientific study.

The most influential and ethically debated research into obedience was conducted by psychologist

Stanley Milgram in the 1960s. His groundbreaking experiments at Yale University demonstrated

the alarming extent to which participants would administer what they believed were increasingly

painful electric shocks to another person (a confederate) simply because an experimenter, a

perceived authority figure, instructed them to do so. Milgram's findings profoundly challenged

prevailing assumptions about individual autonomy and moral judgment, suggesting that situational

factors and the presence of legitimate authority could override personal ethics. Other related

studies, such as Philip Zimbardo's Stanford Prison Experiment (1971), while primarily focusing on

roles and social influence, also underscored the powerful impact of institutional authority on

individual behavior.

3. Key Characteristics

Several distinct characteristics define and distinguish the phenomenon of obedience within the

broader spectrum of social influence. Firstly, hierarchical command is paramount: obedience

always involves a directive issued by an individual or entity perceived to hold legitimate authority

over the recipient. This authority can be derived from various sources, including institutional roles

(e.g., military officer, police, teacher), recognized expertise (e.g., doctor), or perceived social status

and power. The subordinate's recognition of this authority is a critical precursor to compliance.

Secondly, behavioral compliance without necessary internal agreement stands as a defining

feature. As illustrated by the example of the senator voting against personal beliefs, the act of

obedience is primarily an external behavioral response. The individual performs the requested

action, but this does not imply a shift in their personal attitudes, beliefs, or moral stance. This

internal-external disjunction is a key aspect, differentiating obedience from true persuasion or

internalization, where a person genuinely adopts new beliefs.

Furthermore, several situational and psychological factors modulate the degree of obedience. The

proximity and legitimacy of the authority figure significantly impact compliance rates; closer

physical or psychological presence of the authority tends to increase obedience, especially when

the authority's legitimacy is unquestioned. Conversely, the proximity of the victim (in cases

involving harm) can decrease obedience, as it makes the consequences of one's actions more

salient and personal. Another crucial factor is the concept of diffusion of responsibility.

Individuals are more likely to obey harmful commands if they believe that the authority figure,
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rather than themselves, bears ultimate responsibility for the outcomes of their actions, thereby

alleviating personal moral culpability.

4. Significance and Impact

The concept of obedience holds immense significance across various domains of human society,

fundamentally shaping social order, institutional functioning, and individual ethical conduct. At its

most basic level, obedience to rules, laws, and legitimate authority is indispensable for the

maintenance of a stable and predictable society. Without a general willingness to comply with

directives from governing bodies, legal systems, and organizational hierarchies, large-scale

cooperation would be impossible, leading to anarchy and the breakdown of civil structures. This

applies equally to microcosms like families and schools, where structured authority and compliance

are essential for education and upbringing.

However, the profound impact of obedience is perhaps most acutely observed in its capacity to

facilitate both constructive and destructive outcomes. In military contexts, strict obedience to

command is critical for operational effectiveness and cohesion, often leading to heroic acts of

collective action. Similarly, in emergency services and healthcare, adherence to protocols and

expert directives can save lives. Yet, the same mechanism of obedience can be tragically

exploited, leading to ethical dilemmas and grave injustices. Historical events, such as genocides,

war crimes, and state-sanctioned abuses, often highlight instances where individuals, under the

command of powerful authority figures, committed acts that contradict fundamental human

morality.

The psychological study of obedience, particularly Milgram's work, has had a lasting impact on our

understanding of human nature, challenging the widespread belief that individuals primarily act

according to their personal moral compass. Instead, it underscored the powerful influence of

situational variables and the insidious nature of incremental commands, where small steps of

compliance can lead to larger, more morally compromising actions. This realization has permeated

fields from social psychology to ethics, informing discussions on individual accountability, the

design of ethical safeguards in organizations, and critical thinking about authority in an increasingly

complex world. Understanding obedience is thus not merely an academic exercise but a vital tool

for fostering responsible citizenship and preventing future atrocities.

5. Debates and Criticisms

Despite its profound insights, the study of obedience, particularly Milgram's pioneering

experiments, has been subject to considerable ethical and methodological debates. Ethically,

critics argued that the high levels of psychological distress experienced by participants, who

believed they were inflicting severe pain on another person, were unacceptable. The deception

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Milgram_experiment#Ethics
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=33195
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


Obedience 5

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

involved and the potential for long-term psychological harm raised serious questions about the

cost-benefit analysis of such research, contributing to the development of stricter ethical guidelines

for psychological experimentation. While Milgram debriefed participants and reported that most did

not suffer lasting harm, the ethical concerns remain a cornerstone of discussions in research

ethics.

Methodologically, questions have been raised about the ecological validity of the laboratory setting.

Some critics argue that the artificial nature of the experiment, with its explicit instructions and

scientific context, may not accurately reflect real-world situations where obedience plays out.

Doubts have also been cast on whether participants genuinely believed they were administering

real shocks, suggesting that some may have seen through the deception, thus altering their

behavior. Replications and variations of Milgram's study, such as Jerry Burger's 2009 partial

replication, have largely corroborated the original findings, albeit with adjusted methodologies to

meet modern ethical standards, suggesting the robustness of the core phenomenon.

Furthermore, scholarly discussions continue regarding the precise nature of obedience and its

differentiation from other forms of social influence. The line between obedience (responding to

direct authority) and conformity (adjusting to group norms or peer pressure) can sometimes blur in

complex social settings. Debates also persist on the extent to which cultural factors influence

obedience rates and manifestations. While Milgram's findings indicated a powerful universal

tendency, cross-cultural research suggests variations in the specific conditions under which people

are most likely to obey. These ongoing discussions highlight the complexity of human social

behavior and the continuous need for nuanced understanding of how individuals navigate the

demands of authority.
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