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Ones Way of Thinking 

Every day, people make decisions that determine where the next step we take in life will 

be. We often don’t know whether those decisions will positively or negatively affect us in the 

long run. Are we really conscious on the decisions we make? In chapter 4 of Lauren Slater’s 

Opening Skinner’s Box, “In the Unlikely Event of a Water Landing, she describes the murder of 

Kitty Genovese who had 38 witnesses watching but did not help and a couple experiments done 

by John Darley and Bib Latane who were experimental social psychologists, that show people’s 

behavior and actions in a situation when someone is in need of help and what decisions they 

make. Also, Stanley Milgram conducted an experiment to see how far a person will go in 

shocking someone because a higher authority tells them to do which is described in his article, 

The Perils of Obedience. Stanley’s article teaches how obeying to authority has a great impact on 

the decisions people make. We don’t all necessarily mean to do any harm but do so because we 

are put in a situation to act cruelly based on obeying authority or simply to protect ourselves 

from being involved in a situation that can negatively affect us. The subjects in Milgram’s 

experiment and the people who witnessed Kitty Genovese murder as described in Slater’s article 

did not act out of cruelty but were forced into doing cruel things by having the pressure of a 

higher authority or being put in a situation where the environment and the diffusion of 

responsibility affected their way of thinking and physically taking action. 



Guerrero	  2	  
	  

Obedience is a behavior that is practiced all over the world. It can be used in the way it is 

supposed to be which is righteous or sadly abused in a malicious way. Milgram did an 

experiment to test if people will go against their sense of right and wrong by obeying the 

wrongfully demands of an authority’s figure or to reject them.  In this experiment, he conducted 

having the experimenter who is the authority figure and the teacher who administers the shocks 

to the learner who is strapped to a chair and is being tested on his ability to remember the second 

word of a pair when he hears the first one again. When he makes a mistake, he then receives a 

shock increasing the intensity. The learner is an actor so there is not real pain involved. The 

whole experiment is to see how far a person will go when being ordered to inflict pain on a 

person. When the learner complains that he is feeling discomfort and reveals that he has a heart 

condition, the teacher begins to feel tension and wants to quit. But the experimenter orders him 

to continue.  The outcome was that under orders, 30 percent of them were willing to deliver 450 

volts.  

Milgram writes, “The ordinary person who shocked the victim did so out of a sense of 

obligation-an impression of his duties as a subject-and not from any peculiarly aggressive 

tendencies” (178). In this experiment, the teachers were put in a tough situation because even 

when they did not want to continue and were going against their morals, they did because 

authority got in the way. The power of authority was stronger to most because of the vulnerable 

situation they were put in. First they agreed to do this experiment. Second, the environment is 

located in a laboratory. This is an uncomfortable situation for the teacher. The mental effect of 

going against authority results in the subject fearing to appear arrogant, rude, and miserable in 

having to deny what the experimenter says. That unwillingness to “hurt the experimenters 

feelings is part of those binding forces inhibiting his disobedience” (178). Another reason for 
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acting the way they did and not out of cruelty was because they did not feel responsible for their 

actions of shocking the learner because all they were doing was obeying to authority that has the 

sole responsibility.   

In addition, another experiment happened when the teacher was allowed to pick any 

shock level which resulted in the majority of people delivering low, painless shocks when it was 

their choice to choose which level of volts to use. The subjects proceeded to for 30 trials. Slater 

writes, “The average shock used during the thirty critical trials was less than 60 volts” which was 

lower than when the victim showed the first signs of discomfort (177). There is an exception of 

the two subjects who shocked at the highest level of 325-450 volts which Slater describes the 

subjects as, “The sadistic fringe of society” (177).The results of the majority choosing to deliver 

the lowest of the shock levels comes to show that we do not choose to act upon being cruel and if 

it was our decision, most likely we wouldn’t.   

Moreover, Slater writes how the Kitty Genovese murder case was a perfect example of 

the witnesses acting the way they did due to the environment and diffusion of responsibility. The 

murder occurred in the early hours of the morning at 3 AM in Queens, New York. Catherine 

Genovese was coming home from her late night shift at a bar. She parked her car adjacent to her 

apartment where the 38 witnesses were and stepping out of her car walking towards her building, 

she noticed a suspicious man so she tried to go to the police call box but never made it.  Kitty 

was horrendously murdered by that man in the period of thirty-five minutes. The murderer was 

able to get away with three attempts each coming back to finish killing her because none of the 

38 witnesses helped Kitty when they clearly heard and saw what was happening. The most that 

they did was turn on the lights of their apartment and one yelled, “Leave her alone!” but never 

once did they go outside to physically show their presence and help Kitty. Acting out of 
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selfishness was carried out in kitty Genovese’s case. They had enough time to figure out that 

something bad was going on. It makes sense that the witnesses were frozen in fear or indecision, 

but it was over thirty-five minutes! That is more than enough time to snap out of it and do 

something about the situation. Only one witness called and by the time police came, Kitty was 

already dead. The rest who saw, went back to sleep. This to me was a sign of lack of concern and 

that is not okay. But in the end, their purpose was not to act out of cruelty but more so to protect 

them from nothing bad happening to them. Instantly anyone reading this case would think the 

witnesses are cruel human beings for not doing anything. But there is a reason to their actions 

and that is the environment, timing, and diffusion of responsibility. Witnesses said, “We thought 

it was a lover’s quarrel” and one said, “I didn’t know exactly what was happening” (102). The 

environment and diffusion of responsibility overrode the situation preventing the witnesses to 

make a move.  

Slater also discuses another experiment where Darley and Latane set out to find better 

answers for the reasoning of the witness’s actions. They created an experiment where they 

replicated a seizure. There was a student who sat in a separate room and spoke into a microphone 

for about two minutes about the challenges being a college student at NYU. There were separate 

audio wired rooms where the tape recorders were saying other student’s stories and the subject 

didn’t know that the voices were pre-recorded and thought that it was a real person speaking.  

The gist of this experiment is that one of the students says that he is epileptic and is prone to 

seizures and happens to get one. The results were that very few acted. “There is something about 

a crowd of bystanders that inhibits helping behavior” (101). The reasoning to this was the sizing 

of the group and the relationship of helping behavior.  
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Connecting to Kitty’s case, the more people witnessing, the less they were unlikely to 

seek help. Also, the diffusion of responsibility played a big role on the actions of the witnesses. 

Slater writes, “The more people witnessing an event, the less responsible any one individual feels 

and, indeed, is, because responsibility is evenly distributed among the crowd” (102).  This means 

that there were enough people for someone to take action and witnesses must have thought to 

themselves that someone will do something and call the police or go out there and help her. With 

the time and setting of the place, it made things harder for the people to help. They simply didn’t 

want to get involved. The witnesses did not have bad intentions of being cruel but it was the 

situation of the environment and diffusion of responsibility that caused them to act the way they 

did which was not helping Kitty. 

Therefore, to end this conflict of confusion, society needs to educate everyone to follow 

the 5 steps of helping behavior that Darley and Latane developed. They are: You, the potential 

helper must notice an event is occurring 2. You must interpret the event as one in which help is 

needed 3.You must assume personal responsibility 4.You must decide what action to take 5.You 

must then take action. People should set aside what society will think and stand up for what’s 

right. Slater wrote, “The students who saw the films and learned the necessary stages that 

culminated in good citizenship were nearly twice as likely to offer help than those without such 

education” (109). The five stages of helping behavior needs to be mandatory to teach everyone.  

With people having the proper education of what to do in a situation, it would increase helping 

and taking action for example saving the life of Kitty Genovese by following these five steps. 

The subjects in Milgram’s experiment and the witnesses of Kitty Genovese case did not innately 

act out of cruelty. They didn’t personally want to cause harm but were involved in a situation 

where they had a difficult position of either obeying to higher authority or be put in the situation 
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where the environment and diffusion of responsibility caused them to not take action in helping 

Kitty Genovese.   

 

 

 


