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Another explanation of Obedience –Social Power Theory

You need to know about Agency theory and social impact theory in detail. However, there are other theories of obedience and these might be helpful to you depending on the nature of the question.

Social Power Theory (French & Raven, 1959)

· Social roles are characterised by more or less social power, e.g. doctor/nurse, prisoner/guard, teacher/learner. 
· Power may be 

· Legitimate
· related to the ability to offer Rewards or punishments (coercive)

· related to expert knowledge
· related to personality/charisma (referent power)
· People will obey those who have social power gained from any one or more of these sources
· Social roles and their “power content” are learnt through interaction within a society that ascribes roles and reinforces the show of expected behaviours.

Strengths: 
· Support from Zimbardo et al’s (1973) prison simulation study where guard/prisoner roles were randomly ascribed and enacted by students. Pps were able to play out roles/power relationships they had learnt about in society (media etc). 
· Milgram and Zimbardo’s studies testify to “the power of social, institutional forces to make good men engage in evil deeds”, (Zimbardo, 1973).

Weaknesses: 
· Zimbardo et al’s work has been severely criticised for its ethical oversights.

· Has been said that roles not learnt from society in which the Pps lived but motivated by immediate environment in which the role play took place; the mock prison had atmosphere of brutality and aggression, (dark and overcrowded – these are sources of stress and frustration that could well lead to aggression)
· The costumes may have led to deindividuation of the guards and prisoners leading to further brutality due to anonymity.

