	LT 6:Social-Psychological Factors

	Agentic state
	Legitimacy of Authority

	Milgram’s initial interest in obedience came from Adolph Eichmann’s trial for war crimes when he had been in charge of the Nazi death camps.  Eichmann claimed he was only obeying orders.  Milgram suggested that obedience to destructive authority occurs because the person does not take responsibility, and that they are acting for someone else i.e. an ‘agent’.  This agent acts for someone else, and does experience ‘moral strain’ (high anxiety) but feels that they are powerless to disobey.

Autonomous state

 The opposite of being in the agentic state is being in an autonomous state.  ‘Autonomy’ means to be independent or free.  So a person in this state is free to behave according to their own principles, and therefore feels responsible for their own actions.  The shift from autonomy to ‘agency’ is called the agentic shift.  Milgram suggested this occurs when someone is seen as a figure of authority.  In most social groups when one person is in charge, others defer to this person and shift from autonomy to agency.
Binding Factors

So why do the individuals remain in this agentic state?  Milgram observed that many of his PPs spoke as if they wanted to wait but seemed unable to do so.  The answer is binding factors – aspects of the situation that allow the person to ignore or minimise the damaging effect of their behaviour and thus the individual uses, such as shifting the responsibility to the victim (‘he was foolish to volunteer’) or denying the damage they were doing to the victims.

	· Most societies are structured in a hierarchal way.  This means that people in certain positions hold authority over the rest of us e.g. parents, teachers, police officers, nightclub bouncers all have some kind of authority over us at times.  

· This authority they wield is legitimate in the sense that it is agreed by society.  

· Most of us accept that authority figures have to be allowed to exercise social power over others because this allows society to function smoothly.
· One of the consequences of this legitimacy to authority is that some people are granted the power to punish others.  Most of us accept that the police and courts have the power to punish wrongdoers.  So we are willing to give up some of our independence and to hand control of our behaviour over to people we trust to exercise their authority appropriately.  

· We learn acceptance of legitimate authority from childhood (i.e. parents) initially and then teachers and adults generally.

Destructive Authority

· Problems arise when legitimate authority becomes destructive.  
· History has too often shown that charismatic and powerful leaders (e.g. Hitler, Stalin, and Pol Pot) can use their legitimate powers for destructive purposes, ordering people to behave in ways that are callous, cruel, stupid and dangerous.  
· Destructive authority was very clearly on show in Milgram’s study, when the experimenter used prods to order PPs to behave in ways that went against their consciences.



	Real-Life Application

	Milgram’s findings can be used to explain the notorious war crime at My Lai in 1968 during the Vietnam war.  As many as 504 unarmed civilians were killed by American soldiers.  Women were gang-raped and people were shot down as they emerged from their homes with their hands in the air.  The soldiers blew up buildings, burnt the village to the ground and killed all the animals.  Only one soldier faced charges and was found guilty, Lt William Calley.  His defence was the same as the Nazi office at the Nuremberg trials, that he was only doing his duty by following orders.


	Evaluation of Social-Psychological Factors

	Supportive Research
P: One strength of social-psychological factors as an explanation for obedience is that there is supportive evidence.

E: For examples, Blass and Schmitt (2001) asked students to watch Milgram’s research and identify who was responsible for the harm to Mr Wallace (the learner).  The students blamed the ‘experimenter’ rather than the participant.  

E:  this is a strength because the students identified and explained that they thought the ‘experimenter’ was responsible due to his legitimate authority (the ‘experimenter’ was top of the hierarchy), and also that he was an expert (he was a scientist), which supports the theory of legitimacy of authority.

L:  As a result the strength of the theory of legitimacy to authority as an explanation for obedience is increased.
	Limited Explanation
P: One weakness of the agentic shift as an explanation for obedience is that it only offers a limited explanation.

E: For example, it only explains some situations of obedience such as in the Milgram study or Adolph Eichmann in the Nazi war trials.  

E:  This is an issue because it cannot explain why some of the PPs did not obey (as humans we are social animals with social hierarchies therefore should obey)., because not all PPs went up to the full 450 volts (only 65% did).  In Hofling et al’s nursing study the agentic state would have also predicted that the nurses would feel anxiety as they were part of the destructive process, but this was not the case, therefore not accounting for all situations of obedience.
L: As a result, this casts doubt over the explanatory power of the agentic state being an explanation for obedience.
	Use for Comparison of Other Cultures

P: One strength of legitimate authority as an explanation for obedience is that it is a useful account of cultural differences in obedience.

E: For example, Kilham and Mann (1974) replicated Milgram’s research in Australia and found only 16% of PPs went up to full voltage, whereas Mantell (1971) found that with German PPs the obedience level was 85%.  

E:  This is a strength because it supports the idea that legitimate authority is dependent on the influence of individuals that belong to a society, and this reflects the way in which children are raised to perceive authority figures.
L: As a result, these cross-cultural findings increase the validity of the explanation for obedience of legitimacy of authority. 


