EXPERIMENTER: FILM REVIEW
Experimenter (2015), written and directed by Michael Almereyda, is a dramatized biopic account of the social psychologist Stanley Milgram’s career. The film mainly focuses on his infamous obedience experiments and their subsequent impact on his success, not only as an academic, but also his image as a figure in the public eye. Many productive features are utilised throughout the film in order to allude to the complexity of Milgram as an individual, his inner life, and the controversy surrounding his work which has endured to this day and continues. 
Almereyda constructs Milgram’s character (played by Peter Sarsgaard) by drawing from a range of historical sources and presents him in a way that has the power to leave the viewer somewhat unsettled and bewildered. This effect echoes the feelings surrounding the historical Stanley Milgram’s infamous research experiments on obedience in the 1960s, on which he published his findings in his book ‘Obedience to Authority: An Experimental View’ in 1974. The opening scene in the film presents Milgram as a silent observer, watching calmly through a one-way mirror as the proceedings of his experiment are played out on the other side. His manner is rather detached and aloof, as he meticulously takes notes on the behaviour of his ‘subjects’. It is in this opening scene that he first breaks the fourth wall, turning to the viewer as he reflects on what is unfolding in front of him. This technique is used repeatedly as the film goes on and is particularly impactful in combination with his role as the narrator, as it gives the impression that he is in control, manipulating the story as it unfolds. Throughout the film, Milgram’s narrative role detaches him from the situations in which he is presented, removing him from reality, which adds an element of illusiveness to his personality, making the viewer distrustful. These characteristics are reminiscent of the title of one of Milgram’s more recent critique’s written by Gina Perry, entitled ‘Deception and Illusion’, in which she criticises Milgram for being unreliable (Perry, 2013). Explicit reference is made to these terms when Milgram states, in self-defence against a student critic, that he “likes to think of it as illusion, not deception”. The element of illusion is further reinforced by the artistic use of a backdrop scenery instead of real settings. Almereyda seems to have been intentional in choosing to have him narrate his own life, basing this decision on Milgram’s own films which he had familiarised himself with in his research (Elliot, 2015). 
Feelings of discomfort and distrust are also invoked directly by the scenes showing his encounters with his participants. His debriefs are short, and his tone of voice is antagonising, as are his choice of questions. In some cases, participants are shown to leave the experiment feeling visibly distressed and without full debrief. Particularly in the early stages of the research, participants were not given sufficient information regarding to the experiment, nor were they told that the shocks weren’t real. In the film, one scene shows a participant merely being reassured that the shocks had been adjusted so that they weren’t actually that painful. These scenes are likely to have been based on unpublished archives uncovered by Perry (2013) who found that 600 participants left without knowing the shocks weren’t real (Brannigan, 2013). Perry also discovered that other trials had been conducted which weren’t even published, for example, the ‘relationship’ condition, in which pairs of relatives and friends were used; and also, that excessive prodding was used in the trial conducted with female participants in order to obtain similar results (Griggs & Whitehead, 2015). Although the film doesn’t include scenes explicitly showing this, the one scene with a female participant does seem to diverge from the ‘standardised’ prods when she is shown to turn the machine off. Williams, the experimenter, uses what can only be described as silent coercion when she tries to resist, making the power dynamics evident to the viewer. How participants felt about their experiences during and after the experiments has been a prominent source of debate. As seen in the film, Milgram defends himself by referring to participant response questionnaires sent out during a time period of between several weeks and months after the study, from which he obtained positive appraisals regarding their involvement. These were interpreted by Milgram and have been interpreted by others to show evidence of ‘engaged followership’, in which participants feel they are contributing to something meaningful through science (Turrowitz and Hollander, 2018). However, the reliability of these responses has been discredited (Perry, 2013), and their representativeness is questionable considering the numbers of responses they received.
Another unsettling aspect is the way in which members of the team – Williams and McDonough – are shown to make a mockery of their roles in the experiment. This occurs at several points in the film: when they are describing the experiment to Sascha, Milgram’s wife, and complement one another on their acting skills; when McDonough performs his well-rehearsed shouts and screams looking directly into the camera before bursting into laughter as he is pulled away by his co-actor and they walk away, arms wrapped around one another; and the consistent ease with which they repeatedly leave the experiment room, at one point even singing. This sharply contrasts the way in which participants are seen to leave the room, and the seriousness with which they are shown to take the experiment. This has the effect of making the experiment seem like a joke, undermining the integrity of the research.
Indeed, doubt has been cast on the integrity of the research, not only in terms of ethical considerations, but also whether the experiment was sufficiently valid in measuring ‘blind obedience’ to authority. To what extent were his results dependent upon participants disbelief in the reality of the shocks they were giving? This criticism goes back to Orne and Holland in 1965 (as cited in Griggs & Whitehead, 2015), but was further emphasised by Perry’s discovery of unpublished research undertaken by one of Milgram’s assistants, which is reported to have shown that those who were more likely to obey didn’t really believe they were hurting the learner (Griggs & Whitehead, 2015). The fact that Milgram appears to have been deceptive in his reporting and interpretation of results casts a strong shadow on his reputability as an academic. Feelings of distrust in his character are evident in the film, particularly vivid in the scene when he is shown to be announcing the assassination of President Kennedy, when his students are reluctant to believe him, and question whether they are being deceived for the purpose of a secret experiment. 
The film follows Milgram as he encounters such scorn and difficulty in trying to move on from his obedience experiments, as he did in real life. We see him denied tenure at Harvard, before moving to become a professor at New York where he begins new work, such as the ‘small world’, ‘lost letter’ and ‘familiar stranger’ experiments. These experiments show a move away from lab experiments to studying people in their natural lives and settings, a paradigmatic shift in psychological research which was catalysed by Milgram’s experiments (Benjamin & Simpson, 2009). However, as Milgram tries to move on, he is repeatedly brought back to the obedience trials, by his peers, students, critics, and even provocative members of the public. Whilst he mostly faces criticism, one scene depicts social psychologist Moscowici encouraging Milgram to continue his work on obedience, emphasising the significance of his work in relation to the ongoing Algerian war. Both Milgram and Hollander make clear their awareness that such further research would not be accepted by any Independent Review Board. This represents important historical context, since significant advances were being made at that time in protecting the wellbeing of research participants, not only influenced by Milgram’s study, but also more serious examples of abuse in medical research (Benjamin and Simpson, 2009). This is also an interesting scene in another way, since, like Milgram, Moscowici was also a European Jewish immigrant. 
In spite of Milgram’s reputation as deceiving or manipulative, Almereyda conveys to the viewer a deeper and more complex layer to his personality, most significantly his profound interest both the lighter sides to humanity – as seen in his later work on human social connections – as well as the darker side which seemed to have troubled him. Intermittent references are made to his identity as a European Jewish immigrant, as well as the Holocaust. This echoes Milgram’s ongoing inner preoccupation with what he described as ‘the banality of evil’ and represents the source of his inspiration for the experiments. The influence of Milgram’s personal and family background in his career interest could explain ‘elephant in the room’, a motif that is used multiple times in the film. The elephant is first introduced early on in the film when he describes his history, and again very near the end before he dies. In real life, Milgram is often quoted as having said in a famous letter that he “should have been born into the German-speaking Jewish community of Prague in 1922 and died in a gas chamber some 20 years later” (as cited in Russell, 2009). The extent to which these feelings influenced his research can only be speculated, but clear links are made in the film. 
The final scene, in which Milgram narrates his own death, provides an illustration of the continuance of Milgram’s impact on discussions in social psychology. He explicitly refers to the fact that his work continues to be cited in introductory textbooks today, a fact that has been a source of controversy in recent academic literature (Griggs et al. 2015; Griggs, 2017). 
Overall, the film successfully draws playfully on a controversial figure in the history of psychological research on a key area in social studies. Experimenter provides a thought-provoking overview of a famous point in experimental history, which catalysed a conversation regarding ethics, morality and human behaviour that is very much still alive today. 
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