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Abstract

Today’s fascination with television makes us wonder whether it might not represent an authority capable of leading people in a television studio to inflict cruel acts on others, even though they condemn those acts.

The experiment reported here allows us to answer this question in the affirmative. Therefore, we transposed Milgram’s famous experimental obedience paradigm to the context of a “real” TV game show, in the studio of a large television production company, with a live audience and no prizes. We set up several experimental conditions designed to tell us if, in such contexts, obedience was the dominant response, as it is in the often-replicated classic situation. We also wished to know if the introduction of variations would reduce obedience. The results show that obedience to the host is the dominant response, as it is in Milgram’s classic situation. However, variations that are assumed to reduce this obedience do not in fact demonstrate the expected effects. 
An additional experimental condition appears to demonstrate that a determining factor of obedience is the physical proximity of the host incarnating the televisual power. Note that this scientific research was the subject of several television programs that have been highly publicized in several countries (France, Switzerland...) see: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4DPXcoYxfgs http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K5nQeKqSdJQ
After this experiment, we conducted a second study. We investigate how obedience in this Milgram-like experiment is predicted by interindividual differences. Participants were 35 males and 31 females aged 26–54 from the general population who were contacted by phone 8 months after their participation in the television game show. Interviews were presented as opinion polls with no stated ties to the earlier experiment. Personality was assessed by the Big Five Mini-Markers questionnaire (Saucier, 1994). Political orientation and social activism were also measured. Results confirmed hypotheses that Conscientiousness and Agreeableness would be associated with willingness to administer higher-intensity electric shocks to a victim. Political orientation and social activism were also related to obedience. We showed that disobedience was influenced by political orientation, with left-wing political ideology being associated with decreased obedience. Results show that women who were willing to participate in rebellious political activities such as going on strike or occupying a factory administered lower shocks.
Our results provide empirical evidence suggesting that individual differences in personality and political variables matter in the explanation of obedience to authority.

