Describing Agency Theory (Milgram, 1974)

Milgram’s agency theory suggests that we have two basic states:
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Autonomous state:
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2. Agentic state:

Milgram argued that his participants made the …………………………………………. from autonomy to agency and stated that we are socialised from infancy to make this shift in the face of real or perceived authority.  This process occurs due to the fact that infants learn to associate obedience with rewards and acceptance while disobedience is punished or ignored. This learning starts at home and is then reinforced further at school.
It is also argued that the ability to make the agentic shift in certain social situations has survival value. Evolutionary psychologists argue that common behaviours today reflect the selection pressures that existed in our environment of evolutionary adaptation, 35,00-3 million years ago. 
Certain behaviours would have helped our hunter-gather ancestors to survive and behaviour which aided the social harmony of the group would have been passed on as those rejected groups norms and disobeyed would have been more likely to have been rejected from or deserted the group and died of starvation, exposure or predation, thus failing to pass on their genes, while the genes of the obedient humans became more prevalent.
Milgram also suggested however that sometimes whilst in the agentic state, individuals may endure moral strain which results from having to do something what feel to be against our personal moral code in order to meet the requirements of the agentic state, and so benefit society. Milgram said we use defense mechanism such as denial to deal with moral strain; also cognitive dissonance can be resolved by altering ones beliefs, i.e. that the scientific value of the study is over exaggerated in one’s mind.

Evaluating Agency Theory, (Milgram, 1974)

1. a. What are the implications of this theory and can these be scientifically tested?  If so what testable hypotheses can be drawn? Have these hypotheses been supported by research studies?
b. If so are these research studies valid, reliable, generalisable, ethically sound; if not the evidence that they provide for the theory is weakened and this in turn devalues the theory.
2. Does the theory have any explanatory power beyond research findings? Does it explain any real world phenomena? Is the theory really explaining what caused something to happen or does it just describe what happened using 

3. Does the theory successfully explain individual differences?

4. Does the theory have any useful applications?

5. Are there any alternative theories which are able to explain the phenomena more or even equally successfully; if so this weakens the explanatory value of the theory.

Weaknesses of the theory
1. The theory demonstrates circular logic; people are said to be agentic state as the obey unquestioningly but unquestioning obedience is explained as being in the agentic state; this is doesn’t tell you much about why people go into this state

2. It really just describes what is seen rather than fully explaining what happens and why
3. Social power theory is also able to explain the obedience and so the agency theory is not the only plausible account; Blass and Schmitt’s findings supported social power theory
4. the theory cannot explain individual differences; why some people make the shift out of agency and back to autonomy and why some people make the shifts earlier or later than others; authoritarian personality theory is able to do this more successfully

5. Can’t explain why some people can command obedience from others without legitimate authority, charismatic leadership theory is better able to account for individual differences in the authority figures ability to make Pps make the agentic shift, could explain cases such as that of Jim Jones
6. The prediction based on theory should be that in more liberal, permissive societies  where child rearing may favour choice and development of independence and autonomy rather than strict discipline for example, shift in to agency will be less apparent; in fact in many European replications the reverse was found , very high levels of obedience were found in Holland for example (92% in the Meeus and Raaijmakers study )
7. The studies which support the theory are each flawed in various different ways
8. The theory does not really explain why people suffer higher or lower degrees of moral strain; 
9. evolutionary theories do not have a strong evidence base; changes have already occurred which cannot be replicated; they make sense and are plausible for that reason but not very scientific.
10. Hofling’s nurses did not shown signs of moral strain and carried out orders without delay or protest

