The Belief in a Just World

A Fundamental Delusion

Melvin J. Lerner

@ Springer




The Belief
in a Just World

A Fundamental Delusion




PERSPECTIVES IN SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY
A Series of Texts and Monographs « Edited by Elliot Aronson

INTRINSIC MOTIVATION
By Edward L. Deci

SCHOOL DESEGREGATION
By Harold B. Gerard and Norman Miller

HUMAN AGGRESSION
By Robert A. Baron

UNIQUENESS: The Human Pursuit of Difference
By C. R. Snyder and Howard L. Fromkin

SCHOOL DESEGREGATION: Past, Present, and Future
Edited by Walter G. Stephan and Joe R. Feagin

THE BELIEF IN A JUST WORLD: A Fundamental Delusion
By Melvin J. Lerner

A Continuation Order Plan is available for this series. A continuation order will bring
delivery of each new volume immediately upon publication. Volumes are billed only upon
actual shipment. For further information please contact the publisher.



The Belief
in a Just World

A Fundamental Delusion

Melvin dJd.Lerner

University of Waterloo
Waterloo, Ontario, Canada

Springer Science+Business Media, LLC



Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data

Lerner, Melvin J 1929-
The belief in a just world.

(Perspectives in social psychology)

Includes index.

1. Social justice—Psychological aspects. 2. Belief and doubt—Psychological
aspects. L. Title.
HM216.L37 303.3'72 80-16359

ISBN 978-1-4899-0450-8 ISBN 978-1-4899-0448-5 (eBook)
DOI 10.1007/978-1-4899-0448-5

© Springer Science+Business Media New York 1980
Originally published by Plenum Press, New York in 1980
Softcover reprint of the hardcover 1st edition 1980

All rights reserved

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted,
in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, microfilming,
recording, or otherwise, without written permission from the Publisher



This book is dedicated to Ma and Pa, Sally,
and especially Mim and Dan



Preface

The “‘belief in a just world’’ is an attempt to capture in a phrase one of the
ways, if not #be way, that people come to terms with—make sense out of—find
meaning in, their experiences. We do not believe that things just happen in
our world; there is a pattern to events which conveys not only a sense of orderli-
ness or predictability, but also the compelling experience of appropriateness ex-
pressed in the typically implicit judgment, *‘Yes, that is the way it should be.”’

There are probably many reasons why people discover or develop a view of
their environment in which events occur for good, understandable reasons.
One explanation is simply that this view of reality is a direct reflection of the
way both the human mind and the environment are constructed. Constancies,
pattetns which actually do exist in the environment—out thete—are perceived,
represented symbolically, and retained in the mind.

This approach certainly has some validity, and would probably suffice, if it
were not for that sense of ‘‘appropriateness,”’ the pervasive affective com-
ponent in human experience. People have emotions and feelings, and these are
especially apparent in their expectations about their world: their hopes, fears,
disappointments, disillusionment, surprise, confidence, trust, despondency,
anticipation—and certainly their sense of right, wrong, good, bad, ought, en-
titled, fair, deserving, just.

Without resorting to the authority of the anthropological archives, it is a
good guess that all human beings experience pain and suffering, and possibly
gtief, at various times in their lives. And there are probably some good candi-
dates for universal human ‘‘tragedies’’ —expected death and ‘“‘illness,’’ the un-
anticipated, ‘‘accidental’’ inflicting of crippling pain, the loss of a loved one,
the sudden appearance of the dangerous enemy that threatens destruction and
suffering. Others might include the consequences of change, aging and the
deterioration ot loss of abilities, opportunities, privileges, pleasures. One
might decide to include the disappointing mystery of the process of satia-
tion—the effect of quite naturally repeating that which was gratifying, to dis-
cover that for no apparent reason the expected feeling is gone.
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viii PREFACE

We can see all this in our own lives. At one time or another most people
have noted and felt the quite disturbing juxtaposition of the greatly discrepant
fates which have been dealt people in our world. One infant dies, others thrive
and bring joy to their grandparents. Some people are born to comfort and
wealth, and others are born to and live in poverty. Someone is crippled by an
accident or disease, some go crazy, some lead wonderfully contented lives,
some are raped, robbed, murdered in the streets or in their beds. Some are
killed in war, others become revered heroes, and yet others just come home.
Some people are ugly, stupid, or suffer greatly because they are black or fe-
male; others are beautiful, lovable, healthy, brilliant.

Most people have answers for the implicit question of ‘‘why,”” why is it
this way, often before it is asked. They have been taught ‘‘satisfactory,”’ if not
satisfying or comforting, explanations. ‘‘They weren’t careful.”’ ‘“They like
living that way.’’ “‘They are just naturally lazy, no good. There is nothing you
can do for them.”” ‘‘They come from bad (good) stock—bad genes, bad
blood.”” ‘“They are sinners.”” ‘‘Actually it may be mysterious to us now, but
thete is a plan, in the universe—everything happens for the best, as it should,
as He willed it—it will be made right in the end—in heaven.”” *‘Actually it is a
tough wortld out there—those are the breaks, but mostly if you keep your nose
clean, keep your eyes open, use your head and are willing to do what is neces-
sary—you will be all right.”’

At one level of explanation, it is almost certainly true that people will de-
velop ways of coping with disturbing ot threatening events, and, if these events
are common experiences, then it is quite natural for people to develop a con-
sensus, or shared solutions which are given the status of ‘‘reality’’ within the
social unit. It follows also that if these social devices are at all functional, if they
do the job of reducing or preventing the threat, then they will probably be re-
tained and transmitted to succeeding generations.

That may be all there is to the story of how people come to terms with, or
explain away, the uncontrollable, frightening, painful experiences in life. But,
for a social psychologist, at least this social psychologist, living in this society, at
this time, that level of explanation provides at most the bare bones of a rough
outline. Actually it leaves so much unexplained that it may create a misleading,
if not essentially false, image of contemporary social man as the passive recipi-
ent of beliefs, truths, and values provided him by his ‘‘culture.’” There is so
much more that goes on in people’s lives; and the ‘‘Belief in a Just World”’ is
essentially a model for the way people make sense out of their environment,
and organize their lives, in the realization that there is this ‘‘so much more.”’

The purpose here is not to describe how people achieve order out of the
“‘blooming, buzzing confusion’’ of their experiences, but rather to concentrate
on a clearer understanding of what they do when they discover that they are not
living in a ‘‘rose garden.”’

MELVIN J. LERNER
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Introduction

At the same time and place that Ken Kesey became introduced to hallucinogenic
drugs, I did a postdoctoral in clinical psychology. It seemed a good institution, as
large mental hospitals go, and there is no doubt that most of the staff wete very
good; and some were—are—outstanding psychologists. For the first few months,
1 was assigned to wotk on an ‘‘open ward,”’ whete, for the most part, the pa-
tients were considered to be in fairly good remission—not acting crazy. My train-
ing consisted mainly of acting as co-therapist with an expetienced psychologist in
small groups which were designed to prepare patients for the move from the
hospital to an acceptable arrangement in the outside world.

These ‘‘therapy’’ sessions with the small group of patients, most of whom
had a long history of moving in and out of various hospitals, were often stressful,
if not emotionally devastating. The therapist in charge of the group would ques-
tion, and often cross-examine, the patients about their efforts to find jobs in the
community. In particular, he would focus on how they had used their
‘‘passes’”’—what they did in town, whom they spoke with, what happened. Of
course, we all knew that the patients were frightened by the prospect of leaving
the hospital and having to live in that marginal community of crumby rooming
houses—working as dishwashers or parking-lot attendants—with no sources of
emotional support, and virtually no skills in finding ways to break through their
loneliness and isolation. To counter that fear, the therapist—inquisitor in-
timidated, probed, and badgered them. In what appeared to be ruthless and
relentless cross-examination, he would trap them into confessing finally that
“‘yes,”” they had not actually gone for the interview—‘‘yes,”” they had
lied—*‘yes,”” they would not do it again. What a hell of a way to live, in ot out of
the hospital—how degrading and seemingly hopeless their lives appeared to be.
But there were no signs of pity or compassion from the therapist. At weekly staff
meetings, we spent considerable time in planning how to get these
“*manipulators’’ out of the hospital.

Later assignments on other wards provided essentially similar experiences,

1



2 INTRODUCTION

adding up to the plaguing question—how could these trained professionals treat
sick, vulnerable human beings in such an unfeeling, cruel way? How could they
call them names—‘‘manipulator,”” * ‘burnt-out schiz,”” *‘old crock,”’ —usually,
but not always, behind their backs, which degraded them and treated them as
bad jokes?

One could stop at this point, and accept the easy answets to this question of-
fered by such eminent critics of mental institutions as Goffman (1963), Kesey
(1962), ot Rosenhan (1973). But I am convinced that that would be a gross etror.
I knew and worked long enough with the staff, including the ‘‘big nurse,”’ to
know that there were no ‘‘big nurses.’’ For the most part, they were very bright,
sensitive, concerned, warm people who had developed ways of adapting to and
functioning within the demands of the system which took into account their own
emotional needs. However dysfunctional or cruel their procedures seemed at
times, it became clear that they arose out of the desire to help the patients. The
name-calling, the sick humor, was a well-understood charade, designed, at least
in part, as a way of handling their own strong feelings of compassion, feelings
that I was experiencing anew.

I came to realize that this defense was needed for anyone to be able to func-
tion for so long with so many people who wete suffering, hurt, and would stay
that way for a long time—probably as long as they lived (Maslach, 1976). It was
obviously a self-protective device, broken through and at times voluntarily set
aside when there was a real possibility for trying something new—a drug, a
therapeutic program—that offered some hope of help for the manipulators, the
crocks, the burnt-out schizes. Nevertheless, I can still recall those
scenes— * ‘Didn’t you just walk around or sit in the park instead of going to see
about that dish-washing job—didn’t you?’’—and the degrading confession:
“Yes.

(RIS

There Are No Suffering Children,
Only Kids to Make Well!

Something quite similar to my hospital experiences happened later when I
was teaching in a medical school. A very close friend of ours, Dr. **Annie,”” who
was on the faculty of a department of community medicine, decided to get fur-
ther training in order to complete her residency requitements in pediatrics. One
of Annie’s outstanding characteristics was her inability to tolerate sad stories, real
or imaginary. She would refuse to see 2 movie or watch a TV program if there was
any chance that it might have a sad ending. Nonetheless, she decided to work on
the pediatric ward in order to complete her residency requirements. One visit toa
pediatric ward in a university hospital is enough to reduce most people to
tears—lumberjacks, old soldiets, and morticians included. The sight of a really
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sick child can be truly heartbreaking. How then could Dr. Annie spend five
minutes, much less hours at a time, in that kind of environment?

After considerable probing and talking with her, the answer became clear.
When she walked onto that ward, she literally did not see sick, suffering
children. All she ‘‘saw’’ were kids she could help, kids she could make well. The
next question, obviously, is what happened when it turned out that one of the
children would not get well—would die—and there was nothing anyone would
do about it. Dr. Annie did what many physicians do, much to the dismay of the
ward nurses. They find every imaginable way to avoid the patient—not to see,
talk to, have contact with the patient. What remains is simple denial and
avoidance as a way of not ‘‘seeing’’ sick suffering children.

If I Experience It,
It Must Be ‘‘Real”’

My early experiences in the medical school led to at least two other impor-
tant events. Within months of my arrival, I was assigned to be the psychologist
on a university-wide committee whose function was to prepare for disasters—in
particular, a nuclear attack. It seems incredible now, thinking back, that we ac-
tually went through that mad exercise. But at the time it all seemed so
reasonable. I cannot remember all the details, but I do recall that the first
meeting was devoted to making preparations for people to live in the shelter fora
given period of time after a nuclear attack. We talked not only about food and
watet, but also about the kinds of recreational activities we should pro-
vide—games, crafts, the wonderful things people could do with papier-maché.
Eventually the issue arose of how to arrange admission and exclusion from the
university shelters in the event of an attack. If an attack happened during the
work day, what should we at the medical center do about our families at home?
Should they be allowed in? Should we go get them and bring them to this
shelter, or let them go to the nearest to home or the school? Does this seem mad
now? It didn't then. And the discussions were thoughtful, free, give and take,
light at times. Apparently just like any other committee meeting.

I have no idea what was going on inside the other members’ heads, but I do
know that the meeting scared the hell out of me. The planning, the discussion,
had forced me to “‘live in”’ the world of nuclear holocaust. The more we talked
and thought about what to do in the event of this or that, the more real it all
became in my mind. I was able to create, imagine vicatiously, living in one of
those shelters, and dealing with the various crises that might arise.

In otder to do any effective planning, I had to do that; but the ‘‘fallout’” of
that exercise included a considerably increased level of fear, based, at least in
part, on an increased level of certainty that a nuclear war would in fact occur.
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Mind you, nothing in the discussion dealt explicitly with the question of how im-
minent or likely it was that there would be a need for such shelters. Actually, it is
unlikely that any direct statement of cold statistics and calculated estimates
would have had any real influence on the vivid reality created by the content of
the discussion.

Rejection of Victims and
Rejection of Counterevidence

As part of my teaching with first-year medical students, I had the task of in-
troducing them to various social factors involved in issues of health and illness.
Among the most important are those associated with poverty, and the correlates
of poor housing, hygiene and nutrition, infant mortality, decreased life expec-
tancy, poor health care, minimal education, distrust and fear of professionals,
etc. This was a particularly salient issue to these students, because there were
well-publicized and large pockets of poverty in the mining regions of that state.
The vast majority of the students had no interest in hearing that bleeding-heart
liberal crap. Typically, very eatly in that kind of presentation, one of the students
would let me know that he grew up with ‘‘those people,”” and I didn’t know
what the hell I was talking about. Those people were happy living like that. They
were just the kind of folks who would cheat and connive and let their kids go
hungty rather than go out and get a decent job. There was plenty of work for
everyone if they just wanted it—if they’d just go out and look for it. No one had
to go hungry. They were lazy, irresponsible. Just look at what they did with their
welfare checks. They bought liquor, made payments on a TV while their kids
went without meat and vegetables, shoes, decent clothing, etc. What kind of a
parent, human being, would live like that?

My initial response to this insensitive assault on these poor people was to
assemble an impressive and compelling atray of information which would
demonstrate beyond any reasonable doubt that they were clearly innocent vic-
tims of social, economic, and technological change. During the years sur-
rounding the Second World War the mineworkers’ unions were strong under
John L. Lewis; the miners made good wages, and had excellent union-sponsored
hospitals and health care. After the war, when the demand for coal dropped and
automation became economically feasible, the strength of the union was even-
tually broken, wages went down, unemployment soared, the hospitals
closed—and miserable poverty became a way of life for people who had worked
hard all their lives and had become accustomed to a sense of well-being and
security for themselves and their families. One day a man had a good job, a
secure job, with a strong union to back him up, and hospitals to take care of him
and his family. The next day, through absolutely no fault of his own—no work, a
different union, no hospitals, no hope. Of course, he could leave his home and
family, go up north, live in one of the ““hillbilly ghettos,’” and try to find work in
one of the factories. It would have to be an unskilled, low-paying job, since he
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had been trained to do nothing but mine coal—and he would be the last hired
and the first fired. And it was lonely. Appalachian immigrants were the ‘‘white
niggers’’ in those northern cities—so many went back home. It is a very sad story,
but at the end, when I expected the tears to flow and the signs of new awareness
to appear on their faces, one of the students would raise his hand and confirm
what a casual glance over the class indicated was the general consensus of opin-
ion. “‘Dr. Lerner, I don't care what you say. I know those people, and they are
just lazy, and they just don’t want to work. They don’t have to live that
way—that’s what they are like.”’ So much for evidence. The data had no effect
whatsoever.

The dramatically *‘irrational,”’ or was it ‘‘nonrational,”’ way they twisted
and denied the evidence which portrayed the Appalachian poor as innocent vic-
tims resembled most closely the way extreme bigots neutralize any information
which might threaten their vicious stereotypes about the ‘‘niggers.”’ However,
that comparison did not seem to fit either. I had collected considerable data from
these students at the beginning of the year, including their responses to
Rokeach’s dogmatism and opinionation scales (1960), and the ‘‘F’’ scale from
the Authoritarian Personality research (Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswick, Levinson,
& Sanford, 1950). An analysis of those scores showed virtually no group trends or
individual differences which related to this *‘symptom’’ of insistence on the con-
temptible character of the Appalachian victims in the face of any and all forms of
evidence.

Actually, whatever the results of the test scores, it would have been clear
to anyone who spent time with these students that they were bright, well-
integrated emotionally, quite mature by any reasonable standard, with a lively
sense of humor, a great sense of purpose in life, and a strong commitment to
making a contribution to the welfare of the society. But they simply had *‘no use
for’’ people who were poor and on welfare, and they refused to believe any
evidence in their favor.

There was simply no way that I could attribute this *‘sick’’ reaction to an ob-
vious form of pathology. If these truly fine youngsters could react in this way,
then anyone could. Any explanation, then, had to fall within the range of nor-
mal processes. But how could this reaction be normal? How could rational
healthy people maintain such cruel attitudes toward other people who were suf-
fering, and exhibit the most irrational processes in defense of these vicious
beliefs?

The Answers to ‘“‘How’’ and
‘““Why’’ Must Be Protected

The answer that emerged from these experiences began with the hunch
that these students, no less than the staff at the mental hospital, or Dr. Annie,
or any of us, at times create or select ways of seeing our world in the service of
an important need. ‘‘Need’’ is used here in the sense that there are strong emo-
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tional consequences at stake. In these cases, the need has something to do
with the fate of other people in our world—people who are suffering, deprived,
crippled, miserable.

Let us look a little more closely at this need. It is reasonable to assume
that the students, no less than I, have fairly strong emotional reactions when
they are confronted with another person who is a victim. Although this reaction
can vaty a great deal in terms of experiential content, it is typically a mixture of
empathic pain, concern, pity, and maybe at times revulsion, fear, panic. On a
simple hedonic scale, the reaction ranges from mild displeasure to excruciating
pain, and as a result we are impelled to do something to eliminate the suffer-
ing—ours, if not the victim’s.

One way to do this is to alter one’s view of the event. Dr. Annie arranged
her cognitions so that she did not “‘see’’ suffering children; she saw children
she could help. Some of the staff and medical students at the hospital did not
see miserable, crippled victims of forces that no one understood or could con-
trol. Instead, they saw objects of derision. And that was not hard to do. All it
required was a highly selective perception of attributes and events. Many of the
patients did act in ways that were ‘‘manipulative’’ of the staff. The fact that
they did this out of desperation and the lack of any other resources to affect
their fate could be ignored or forgotten. ‘‘Burnt-out schiz’’ is not an attractive
term, but if you are compelled repeatedly to see the same passive, ineffectual,
slightly strange behavior which appears impervious to change by any procedure
known to man, then that phrase seems to capture some of the sense of futility
and hopelessness. And who could deny that people living in those miserable
poverty-stricken conditions are lazy? Who isn’t lazy from time to time?
Who isn't conniving, untrustworthy, from time to time? If we ignote
everything else they do and feel, as well as the conditions under which they
have been forced to live, then it all becomes clear. They do get in fights, they
do drink, they are no damn good, and they brought their suffering on
themselves.

If we assume then that the awareness of another person's suffering typical-
ly elicits suffering in the observer, we can see the mechanisms that people use to
cope with this experience. In some cases we try to help the victim and eliminate
the suffering, but even while doing that we may change our view of the victim,
either to eliminate our awareness of his suffering, o to persuade ourselves that
he really is not suffering at all, or that he is the kind of person who brings suf-
fering upon himself, or that he is somewhat less than human.

For most people, though, these cognitive constructions seem to be
relatively tentative or vulnerable defenses which are often breached and at
times abandoned when they ate no longer functional. The awareness of a tet-
minal prognosis is sufficient to remove the patient from ‘‘someone whom I can
make well,”’ and so the suffering returns. The ‘‘manipulating crock’’ is treated
with enthusiastic concern and warmth as soon as there is some sign, some hope,
that he will respond to the new procedure.



INTRODUCTION 7

But what happened with the medical students? Is it possible that I had
been forcing them to go through a process quite similar to my experience as a
member of the committee engaged in the quite rational procedure of designing
survival procedures in the event of a nuclear war? The more compelling, the
more vivid, the more dramatic the portrayal of the misery, and particularly the
innocence, of those people, their neighbors living in such hopeless poverty, the
more I was forcing them to recognize the reality of a tragedy in their world. But
could they acknowledge that reality? If those people living in such miserable
and degrading circumstances were truly ‘‘innocent’ victims of forces over
which neither they nor anyone else had any control, what did that mean? How
did it make the students feel? Even the hint of it? Could they allow themselves
to believe that there could be such undeserved suffering inflicted on so many
people in their world? ‘

How do you feel when you see a hungty, sick child? Or have you ever
driven through one of our slum ghettoes, and seen the people on the streets
and the way they live? What thoughts or feelings do you have? Have you ever
known someone who seemed to be doing fine, leading a reasonably decent,
productive life, and for no apparent reasun—out of the blue—was hit with a
disaster—crippled emotionally or physically? Or one of his children died from
an accident or sudden illness? What thoughts did you have? What feelings?
What did you do then?

How can we make sense, then, of the way we and others try to make sense
out of our lives? As social psychologists, by temperament and inclination if not
training, we try to build a model, a general theory, and then we do experiments
so that we can examine both the phenomenon and the explanation a little more
closely. The Just Wortld Theory is one such effort.

In the next section I hope to accomplish two things as a way of setting the
stage for the rest of the volume. One of these is to present my understanding of
the way the belief in a just world appears in people’s lives. Although I may
allude to some studies by myself and others, my main purpose is to describe the
ideas in a reasonably systematic and plausible form. Later on we will discuss the
relevant research in considerable detail, but for now I want to review for you
what I think are the personal and interpersonal dynamics associated with our
belief in a just wotld. Where does it come from? How and why do people main-
tain it? How does it appear in our behavior?

Second, I want to alert the reader to some of the conceptual underpinn-
ings of the Just World Theoty and the theoretical issues associated with these
assumptions. Many of these will be taken up again in later chapters, and ex-
amined more critically. For the time being, let us simply take a first look at
some social-psychological processes that may be involved in people’s develop-
ment and maintenance of the belief that the world they live in is a just one.
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The Belief in a Just World

The “‘belief in a just world’’ refers to those more or less articulated assumptions
which underlie the way people orient themselves to their environment. These
assumptions have a functional component which is tied to the image of a
manageable and predictable world. These are central to the ability to engage in
long-term goal-directed activity. In order to plan, work for, and obtain things
they want, and avoid those which are frightening or painful, people must
assume that there are manageable procedures which are effective in producing
the desired end states (Erikson, 1950; Merton, 1957).

Not only are the assumptions of orderliness and controllability of one’s en-
vironment functional for concerted activity, but there is a growing body of data
which indicates that living in a chaotic environment or being rendered
“helpless,” impotent to affect one’s fate, produces deterioration in the
physical and emotional integrity of the organism, human and infrahuman alike
(Lefcourt, 1976; Wortman & Brehm, 1975).

But a “‘Just World”’ is different from, and more than, a “‘predictable
world,”” or a “‘controllable world.”” Conceivably, there are people who can and
do function, at least in vast areas of their lives, solely within these latter
perspectives of prediction and control. The ‘“‘objective’’ posture associated
typically with scientific or problem-solving activities, as well as the manipula-
tive egocenttic orientation of the true ‘‘Machiavellian” (Christie & Geis, 1970)
or ‘“‘psychopath,’”” may be examples of ‘‘nonjust worlds,”” or simply ‘‘con-
trollable or understandable worlds.”’ But most people who fall within the range

9
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of ““normal’’ processes generate, along with assumptions of order and control,
a sense of appropriateness, standards of evaluation which are considered no less
‘‘real,”” objective, than the tangible physical world in which they move
(Heider, 1958; Ross & DiTecco, 1975). Certainly the sense of justice vaties
greatly among people in both form and content, but there may be important
constancies in the origins and functions of this virtually universal human pro-
cess, “‘justice,”’ the judgment of appropriateness. At least the possibility is suf-
ficiently intriguing to merit our attention.

Most contemporary attempts to understand social behavior have recogniz-
ed this important reaction. For example, Homans (1961) sees regularities in
human behavior as ‘‘operants’’; in other words, acts which are emitted in a
specific social context as the result of prior reinforcement contingencies.
Whenever an operant is not followed by a reinforcement, the organism exhibits
a certain amount of ‘‘emotional’’ behavior. In the extreme, it squeaks, bites,
defecates, engages in behaviors which may appear to be random. That is the
prototype of the sense of injustice—how the ‘‘is,”’ the regularities or ‘‘oper-
ants”’ in human conduct, become transformed into the ‘‘ought,”” the emo-
tional squeaks.

Others, such as Rokeach (1971), assume that the disconfirmation of a
“‘belief,”’ a cognition, elicits a negative state. The morte central and important
the prior confirmation associated with the belief, the greater the emotional
disturbance. Similarly, Festinger’s (1957) theoty of cognitive dissonance holds
as one of its basic propositions the assumption that a negative-drive state results
whenever a person holds two cognitions which are contradictory in their im-
plications. In other words, whenever an expectation about one’s self or the en-
vironment is disconfirmed, people are upset, and motivated to remove that
undesirable state of affairs. The negative state elicited by the dissonant cogni-
tions may be the sense of injustice—the violation of that which is judged to be
‘‘appropriate.”’

In a later section, we will devote considerably more attention to the pro-
cesses that have been presumed to be involved in the development of this sense
of what is just or appropriate. The main point to be made here is that
evaluative judgments of what ‘‘ought’’ to be the outcome in any event are a
natural and inevitable part of the human response to the environment.
Although these judgments probably have some roots in the regularities that
have occurred in the person’s history, they are affectively and cognitively
distinct from assessments of control and predictability. For example, in trying
to understand the differences between the need or desire for a controllable and
a just world, it is important to remember that one of the most commonly
observed characteristics of social existence is that people imbue social
regularities with an ‘‘ought’’ quality. The way we live our lives is the ‘‘right’’
way. And we become angry, indignant, outraged, when these ‘‘correct’’ ways
are violated. Where does this ‘‘ought’’ quality come from? Why do we act that
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way? Obviously, these are very interesting and important questions, and in the
course of this discussion we will try to offer some possible answers.
We can now turn to the descriptive elements of the Just World Theory.

People Develop a *‘Belief in a Just World”’

A Just World is one in which people ‘‘get what they deserve.’” The judg-
ment of ‘‘deserving’’ is based on the outcome that someone is entitled to
receive.

A Person *‘P’’ deserves outcome ‘X’ if P has met the appropriate precon-
ditions for obtaining X. What is implied, also, is that P desires X. If P does not
get X, or receives something of less value than X, then P has not received all he
or she deserves. Of course, the outcomes in question can be negative rather
than positive. P has met the appropriate preconditions to avoid the undesirable
Y.

Suffice it to say that the determination of appropriate preconditions is, for
the most part, socially determined. For example, within any society there are
rules about what people should do to avoid Y and to obtain X. What kinds of
preconditions should have X or Y as consequences? Where no specific rules are
approptiate, more general rules of the culture are applied, such as that P
deserves what ‘‘others’’ have who ate equivalent to P on some important dimen-
sion. P deserves less than those who are more *‘entitled,’’ superior on a relevant
dimension, and more than those who are inferior.

Typically, in our society and some others at least, there are two general
bases for entitlement or deserving: one’s behavior and one’s attributes. Certain
acts are seen as appropriate antecedents for a range of negative outcomes. If one
fails to prepare, take normal precautions, does not produce sufficient quantity
or quality, then one is entitled to a certain amount of failure, suffering,
deprivation—negative consequences. Certain attributes, including simple
membership in the society, entitle one to certain desired outcomes—respect,
affection, security. There are other personal qualities which imply superior
standing on social standards. To the extent that someone is judged to be kind,
friendly, handsome, energetic, conscientious, generous, intelligent, he is seen
as being entitled to certain desirable fates. Conversely, failure to meet these
standards, or violation of them, is seen as a sufficient precondition for depriva-
tion, suffering, negative fate. People who have been cruel, unfriendly, ugly,
lazy, stingy, inconsiderate, or stupid, deserve some degree of punishment.

In a complex, modern society such as ours, the rules for entitlement
become organized in complex and interesting ways, which will be discussed in
considerable detail in a later chapter. In all cases, however, they are essentially
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elaborations of these two general forms of entitlement as they appear in various
social contexts.

Of course, this and all the other propositions imply the familiar ‘‘other
things being equal,”” or ‘‘under normal circumstances.”’ Conceivably, the
belief in a just world can vaty in intensity or strength; however, a certain degree
of this belief is natural and inevitable.

People Construe Events to Fit This Belief

This statement may approximate to a truism in psychology, in the sense
that “‘beliefs’’ are the expression of the way a person organizes his perceptions
and cognitions. Any new bit of information is likely, initially, to be coded and
assimilated, given meaning within the existing cognitive templates, which
also provide the foundation for the person’s system of beliefs. But this proposi-
tion is meant to convey considerably more.

There probably is a ‘‘reality’’ out there, and so at one experiential extreme
are the subjective, autistic reactions which have little correspondence with that
“reality.”” At the other extreme is the objective interpretation or perspective
which accurately corresponds to that reality. That person out there s suffering,
and that person does not deserve to suffer. Objectively, that person is not a
““manipulator,”” or a ‘‘lazy welfare bum.”” However, under certain cir-
cumstances, people who become aware of that person’s fate will construe
events, including the personal attributes of the victim, so that the victim ap-
pears to ‘‘deserve’’ his suffering.

One can find at least three plausible candidates as explanatory
mechanisms to account for this construction of events.

Generalization from Past Experience

Personal Observation. No one sees everything, can know everything that is
relevant to a given event. One learns to detect discriminative stimuli or critical
cues which are sufficient to generate at least a tentatively acceptable coding of
what is happening or about to happen. If in the past there has been a clear
association between acts which we consider careless, inadequate, ‘‘naughty,”’
prohibited, socially proscribed, and a set of outcomes we call disappointing,
painful, undesirable, then it would be quite natural (if not necessarily valid) to
assume that, if someone is hungry, rejected, suffeting in some way, then that
petson probably did—or failed to do—that which typically causes this event to
occur. Similarly, people who are nice, friendly, clever, handsome, are generally
treated well by others, whereas people who are selfish, cruel, uncooperative, ate
those who end up unhappy as well.
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It is simply a very good bet that if you see someone who is miserable and
suffering, they were either stupid or careless, or they are merely getting their
just desserts for the way they typically treat other people. According to this
theoretical approach, the perception of certain important outcomes or conse-
quences leads the observer to infer the antecedent conditions which, he has
learned, typically bring about the fate. Suffering often results from the viola-
tion of laws—of man and nature.

Cultural Wisdom and Morality Tales. Whatever the person’s direct ex-
periences of contingencies between given antecedent conditions and particular
consequences, there are strong forces in our culture which convey the belief that
this is a “‘just world.”” The Western religions stress the relation between sin,
doing harm to others, and suffering. Although the ultimate accounting is ex-
pected to take place in the next world and for eternity, there are strong themes
running through the Judeo-Christian tradition which link signs of one’s fate on
earth with virtue and a state of grace—Job, in the Bible, suffered long and
grievously, but he was more than compensated, not in heaven but on this
earth. The Old Testament contains many examples which illustrate that the
“‘righteous will triumph and the wicked be punished.’”” The Christian Refor-
mation created the basis for a world view, the ‘‘Protestant Ethic,”’” which
permeates our culture (MacDonald, 1972). From this perspective, success,
financial and otherwise, is a sign of salvation, and a direct result of the Chris-
tian virtues of diligence and self-sacrifice.

Our folk wisdom provides considerable support for this same message. The
morality tales which are taught to our children at home and school are varia-
tions on the same theme—virtue may be ‘‘its own reward,’” but it is also por-
trayed as the path to health, wealth, and wisdom. Most children have no trou-
ble generalizing from the fable of the self-indulgent “‘grasshopper’’ who suf-
fers during the winter while the self-denying diligent ‘‘ant’’ is safe, secure, and
contented as the result of the preparations he made all summer for the long,
cold winter. How do people end up hungry, cold, suffering? Obviously they
must have been ‘‘grasshoppers,’’ rather than ‘‘ants.”

The mass media recreate the same morality tales with remarkably little
variation. The heroes, heroines, are virtuous, diligent, beautiful. The villains
are evil, lazy, and often ugly. Whatever the sequence of who does what to
whom, the ending is insured. Good triumphs over Evil. The villain is
punished—is caused to suffer. He gets what he deserves. Nighttime television,
presumably designed for the adult population of this countty, contains an in-
credible number of simple cops-and-robbers shows. Plots are little more subtle
than the old-time melodramas, or the adventures of ‘‘Batman’’ and ‘‘Robin.”’
Of course, the good guys, the cops, capture and bring to justice the bad guys,
the criminals—who are often humiliated, beaten, and reviled in the process.
After all, that is what they deserve, and justice will be done.

X
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That Is the Way Our Minds Work

Thete is some reason to believe that the processes underlying the organiza-
tion of our cognitions create ‘‘balance,”” or psychological uniformity, in the
way we construe events (Heider, 1958). In other words, our minds try to fit
together all positive events, traits, and attributes in the same ‘‘object’’ or unit,
and similarly bring together all negative cegnitions. As a result, we are inclined
to believe that goodness, happiness, beauty, virtue, and success are connected
in a causal way, just as are misery, ugliness, sin, inferiority, and suffering. We
do this, not necessarily because it fits our experiences or morality, but because
our brains attempt to maintain a unifying harmony among cognitive elements.
In this way we create a relatively stable world for ourselves, comprised of uni-
valent objects. As Heider (1958) states:

The relationship between goodness and happiness, between wickedness and punish-
ment is so strong, that given one of these conditions, the other is frequently assum-
ed. Misfortune, sickness, accidents are often taken as signs of badness and guilt. If O
(the other) is unfortunate then he has committed a sin. (p. 235)

Common sense psychology tends to hold that any imbalance represents a temporary
state of affairs, that is the wicked may have their field day now, but that they will
eventually be punished and the good rewarded. (p. 235)

It Is Functional—If Not Essential

Much of the previous discussion, and particulatly the anecdotal examples,
portrays the ‘‘belief in a just world’’ as inextricably bound up with the person’s
motives and goals. People want to and have to believe they live in a just world
so that they can go about their daily lives with a sense of trust, hope, and con-
fidence in their future. If it is true that people want ot need to believe that they
live in a world where people get what they deserve, then it is not surprising that
they will find ways, other things being equal, to interptet events to fit this
belief.

Tannenbaum and Gaer (1965) were able to illustrate with carefully col-
lected data what anyone could testify to on the basis of personal experience.
They showed people sections of the very powerful film ‘“The Ox-bow
Incident,’’ starting with the scene in which a mob of drunken, miserable
characters threatens, out of the basest of motives, to hang three innocent men
for murder and cattle rustling. The experimental data revealed that the people
watching the film, especially those who felt a sense of identity with the inno-
cent victims, were measurably upset and bothered at that point. They were
worried, frightened, angry. Half of the subjects in this experiment then saw a
happy ending, where the sheriff arrived in time to prevent the lynching. The
other subjects saw the version where the sheriff arrives too late. As one might
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expect, the happy ending left the viewers feeling good again. The sad ending
caused the viewers to be sad and upset.

What appeats to be a most common human experience is that people not
only populate their world with good and bad characters, they also become emo-
tionally invested in the scenarios, to the point where they need to see the good
prevail and only the bad suffer. This urge to see justice triumph is so pervasive
and strong that people typically fail to distinguish between ‘‘fantasy’’ and
“‘reality,”” and invest fictional events with genuine emotional consequences.
Efron (1971) reports that viewers of television daytime dramas often write in to
demand that the ‘*heavies’’ not only be punished, but *‘they want them killed
off right away.”” And they threaten to stop watching the show if the ‘‘good”’
character is endangered.

It is not simply that people identify with charactets in their world, fictional
or real, or that, as a function of this identification, they respond empathically
to the suffering of others (Lazarus, Speisman, Mordkoff, & Davison, 1962;
Stotland, 1969). In addition, there is a definite pattern to this arousal, which
fits the theme of justice or deserving. People are not upset, in fact they may feel
quite good, if the villain, someone who deserves to suffer, is punished. But if
an innocent person suffers, then the ‘‘sense of injustice’’ is aroused (Cahn,

1949):

sympathetic reaction of outrage, horror, shock, resentment, and anger, those affec-
tions of the viscera and abnormal secretions of the adrenals that prepare the human
animal to resist attack. Nature has thus equipped all men to regard injustice to
another as personal aggression. (p. 24)

Along with the ‘‘sense of injustice,”’ the belief in justice is often viewed as
a “‘motivationally induced way of adapting to a world in which one is relatively
helpless. The individual seeks stability in his world by attributing absolute vir-
tue to the legal system’’ (Hess & Torney, 1967, p. 52).

Judgments of What Is Deserved in the ‘‘Just World”’
Reflect the Norms of the Culture

Piaget’s concept of ‘‘immanent justice’’ (1948) describes an aspect of the
belief in a just world as it appears in very young children, the belief that ‘‘a
fault will automatically bring about its own punishment’’ (p. 256). Presumably
the children not only expect that their parents will punish misdeeds, but they
“‘attribute  spontaneously to nature the power of applying the same
punishments’” (p. 259). Rubin and Peplau (1975) conclude:

Our analysis of the origins of the belief in a just world suggests that all children have
a version of the belief (Piaget’s ‘immanent justice’) at an early age of development.
Whether children outgrow the belief quickly, slowly, or not at all depends in large
measure on processes of socialization. (p. 85)
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Whatever the origins of the child’s belief in a just world, there can be little
doubt that later experiences with the social and physical environment play an
important role in shaping both the way judgments of deserving are made, and
the way people adapt the belief in a just world to common experiences in their
day-to-day living.

Status Role

Each ongoing social unit includes commonly accepted rules, norms, which
define the expectations appropriate to any occupant of that status or position in
the unit. These expectations involve prescriptions, proscriptions, duties,
obligations, privileges which outline the relationships among the participants in
the society. Who is expected to do what to or for whom? Who can expect what
from whom? In some cultures it is clear that children are entitled to nurturance,
care, and love from their parents. They are expected to reciprocate with respect,
deference, and obedience, and generally comport themselves in a way which
brings pride to their family. The failure of either parents or children to meet
these expectations elicit the judgment of unjust treatment—receiving less than
one deserves.

Some of these status entitlements are unique to a given relation-
ship—parent—child, teacher—pupil, worker-supervisor, doctor-nurse-patient,
judge-defendant. Others are common to all members of the society in good
standing. Every citizen deserves—every woman deserves—anyone who is sick or
hungry has a right to—competitors or litigants are allowed or expected to.

Deviant Statuses

Also institutionalized are special statuses which imply either the reduction
or the disqualification of specific entitlements. People who occupy these
statuses are in a general sense judged to be ‘‘worse and different.”” Minority
statuses fall within this category. Commonly held negative stereotypes of
minority-group members as diminished in personal worth, harmdoers, norm
violators, qualify them for diminished access to desired resources, and often
punishment in the guise of retribution for past or future *‘crimes’’ to the socie-
ty. Blacks, Jews, people on welfare, the ugly, the crippled, the mentally ill,
criminals, women, are potentially dangerous, inferior, undesirable in impor-
tant ways, and therefore deserve less, and, indeed, deserve punishment at
times.

The Generic Norm

In-group, out-group, we-they—Tajfel (1970) and others have provided
careful, compelling documentation of the general process, at least in Western
societies, of coding people along dimensions of similar to me, different from
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me, belonging to my categories, belonging to the others. A seemingly arbitrary
dimension, when it is the only basis on which to differentiate between two
other people, eye color or a code name for example, leads to preferential treat-
ment in terms of allocation of desired outcomes to one’s own ‘‘team member.”’
The consequence of this coding is to generate the rule that similarity implies
superiority, greater worth, and thus “‘we’’ deserve more than ‘‘they.”’

General Cultural Themes—Politicoreligious Ideologies

Even within the same political unit in western societies there are distinct
ideologies which provide often contradictory rules for determining who
deserves what from whom. Those associated with the left of the political spec-
trum tend to emphasize rules of ‘‘equality’’ and ‘‘manual labor’’ as the main
entitlements, whereas those of the right adhere to the outcomes of ‘‘com-
petitive’’ encounters, individual industry, and the intelligent use of available
resources.

The public dialogue among these various orientations takes place in the
political arena, and appears as legislation and judicial decisions which create
the status quo in which important disputes are resolved and valuable resources
are allocated. The consequences of this juridical solution to issues of justice are
often remote from any of the individual perspectives.

A striking example of this discontinuity was provided by Kaplan (1973):

You are sitting on the edge of a pier eating a sandwich and watching the sunset

when the fisherman next to you leans too far forward and falls in. He screams to you

‘Help, I can't swim. Throw me a life preserver.” You make no effort to get up to

throw the life preserver standing only five feet from you even though you could do

this with absolutely no danger to yourself and only the most minimal effort. Indeed

you sit chomping away on your sandwich and now, along with the sunset, you watch

the fisherman drown.

Under the law of essentially every Anglo-American jurisdiction you are guilty of

no tort making you civilly liable to the family of the fisherman you permitted to

drown, nor would you be criminally liable in any way for his death. (p. 219)

It is possible to present the rationale for this in terms of legislative and
jurisprudential wisdom involving compromise among the many considerations
of rights and obligations. What remains, however, in stark juxtaposition to this
sophisticated ‘‘wisdom’’ is the immediate powerful awareness that this is not
justice. Anyone who would ‘‘sit chomping away’’ on his sandwich in this con-
text has violated our sense of who deserves what from whom.

The Belief in a ‘‘Just World’’ Is
Modified by Experiences with the ‘‘Real World™’

Sooner or later, all childten learn that their parents, and adults generally,
are neither omnipotent nor omniscient. No matter how much we wanted to
believe that the ‘‘bad’’ kids would be punished—*‘you’re rea/ly in trouble,
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now!’’—they often were not. In fact, they seemed to be as happy and well-
loved as the goody-goods or the ‘‘boy scouts’’ who always did what they were
supposed to do. We all had to live with the ‘‘bullies’” on the playground, and
the pathetic jerks, whom no one in class could stand for reasons that remained
tacit but were generally accepted. And there was the mixture of anger and envy
elicited by the ‘‘snobs’’ who acted as if they were better than anyone else just
because they happened to be better looking, have nicer clothes, and come from
wealthier homes. These and many other experiences of the common injustices
in the child’s world provide sufficient evidence, along with the lessons of
chemistry, automotive mechanics, and arithmetic, that we all live in a world
where things happen because of natural ‘‘forces’’ for reasons that have nothing
to do with who has been good or bad. And, of course, we learn to use these
forces, laws, to our own advantage. Certainly by adulthood, although there
may be some ‘‘simple souls’” who think that ‘‘people’s actions are the object of
equitable rewards and punishments’” (Piaget, 1948, p. 261), the belief in a
world of ‘‘immanent justice’’ has been relinquished.

How can we portray the phenomenology of the tough-minded, no-
nonsense adult? We might characterize the adult world as one where people
give up believing in ‘‘fairy tales’’ and learn to deal with reality. Certainly no
adult bright enough to tie his own shoelaces would admit to himself, much less
to others, that he has some belief that he lives in a ‘‘just world’’ where everyone
gets what he deserves—or deserves what he gets. It would take a complete fool
or naive idiot not to recognize that deserving or justice have nothing to do with
what happens to people.

Most of us realize that things happen in our world as a result of biological,
social, and physical processes which follow understandable if not understood
natural laws. If we know the rules, have sufficient understanding of how things
tick, then we can understand, predict, and at times control our en-
vironment—what happens to us and others. We know something about human
physiology and medicine, so that we modify our diet and way of life so that we
stay ‘‘healthy.”” If we become ill for some reason, then we go to the doctor,
who knows how to cure us. We know what to do if our car or TV breaks down.
We also know that promotions and success at work require a certain combina-
tion of effort, talent, and wise politicking, and that the ‘‘breaks’’ decide one’s
place in the hierarchy.

The ‘‘breaks,”’ luck, chance, fate, accidents, are important in everyone’s
life. They are the unpredictable, uncontrollable, though not necessarily
magical or mysterious, component. We know, or at least think we know, a
great deal about what causes cancer, earthquakes, Mongolism, mental illness,
poverty, intellectual ability, automobile accidents, downturns in the economy,
crimes, wars—we could even piece together an explanation as to how it hap-
pened that #his person at this time was afflicted with #4is fate. Our adult
understanding of the ‘‘way life is’’ means that we have learned to stop being
“‘crybabies’’ and complaining or having temper tantrums if things don’t hap-
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pen the way we want or think is right. Accidents do happen—some people suf-
fer and some die—the rich get richer and the poor get babies. If you know what
you are doing, have enough ‘‘power’’ and the right ‘‘breaks,”’ you will suc-
ceed. If not, you will fail. That is the way it works in this world.

And that is the way we face ‘‘reality’’? It is probably true that at times we
operate at this level, or at least think we do. But, for most people, this world
view is a temporary and relatively encapsulated special orientation which has
the appearance of facilitating problem-solving efforts. For reasons that will be
discussed in considerably more detail later, I would argue that the experiences
and maturational processes which lead to adulthood neither diminish nor
eliminate the psychological commitment to deserving and justice in one’s
world. In fact, there are sound theoretical reasons and supporting data which
lead to the opposite conclusion, that adults are much more oriented to issues of
deserving and responsive to evidence of injustice than children. But as Piaget
(1948) and Kohlberg (1969) have described, this orientation changes in impot-
tant ways.

It is obvious from what we can detect in our own reactions to what we see
happening in our world that adults are highly responsive to, and react power-
fully and automatically to, an “‘injustice.”” How, then, does the reasonably
aware adult accommodate this desire for justice or ‘‘need to believe in a just
world’’ to the ‘‘real world’’ of power, ‘‘breaks,’’ cause-and effect?

People Employ ‘Tactics’’ to Eliminate Threats to the
Belief in a Just World

Rational Strategies for Dealing with Injustices

These strategies begin with the acceptance of the ‘‘reality of injustice,”” both its
occurrence and one’s reaction to it. They appear to be eminently ‘‘sensible’’
ways of dealing with this ‘‘reality.”

Prevention and Restitution. Social agencies of all varieties, unemployment
compensation, aid to dependent children, the Society for the Prevention of
Cruelty to Animals, emergency services, the courts, the police and the prison
system, life, income, health-insurance programs, Social Security, are among
the many social devices designed to prevent or reduce the devastating effects of
unjust suffering and deprivation. Our society devotes a great deal of resoutces
to these institutions, and the individual contributes not only taxes and dona-
tions, but at times acts directly to help his ‘‘neighbors’’ when they are in ge-
nuine (just) need.

Acceptance of One’s Limitations. It is obvious that one’s resources are
limited and finite. No matter how one may feel, there is only so much that can
be accomplished with these resources without doing harm to one’s self and
family. And so priorities and limits are established which take into account the
nature of the relationship to the victims, the effectiveness of one’s resources,
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and the potential risks or costs to be incurred in comparison with the probable
benefits to others.

For example, Walster, Berscheid, and Walster (1976) found that, if the
resources available would be only partially effective in eliminating the victim’s
deprivation, then the act of help was avoided entirely. The judged cost or
potential risk to a benefactor in terms of physical harm, embarrassment, or
aesthetic revulsion reduced the likelihood of intervention on behalf of a victim
(Bar-Tal, 1976).

Nonrational Tactics—Psychological Defenses

-We all know that the awareness of another person’s suffering—especially
undeserved suffering or deprivation—is often a painful experience (Bandura &
Rosenthal, 1966; Lazarus ez 4/., 1962; Stotland, 1969). And most people are
interested in reducing their pain. What are the mechanisms we employ that are
at least temporarily effective in reducing the distress associated with witnessing
an injustice?

Denial-Withdrawal. This is a primitive device, but it wotks. All it requires
is an intelligent selection of the information to which one is exposed. And it
has the added advantage of requiring no direct distortion of reality. If you have
any sense, you arrange not to see what is happening in the ghettoes, in the
poverty-stricken areas of the country or the world. You don’t make a practice of
hanging around emergency rooms, mental hospitals, or homes for the mentally
‘‘disadvantaged.”’ If you do, by some mischance, see a crime or a terrible acci-
dent, or meet someone who is blind or crippled, then get the hell out of there.
Leave the scene physically, and hopefully, with the help of other divetsions, the
event will leave your mind. This mechanism played a central part in a set of ex-
periments that will be discussed later.

Reinterpretation of the Event. Thete are various ways of reinterpreting the
““injustice’’ so that in fact it disappeats, and therefore there is no longer any
reason to be upset. Some of these methods are rather familiar.

First, one could reinterpret the outcome. There are few examples from the
experimental literature, but a great number from common observation, in
which the victim’s fate is seen as rather desirable, where the suffering had later
greater benefit, was good for the soul, made the victim a better person. Lazarus

‘et al. (1962) have shown that the powerful emotional reaction attendant upon a
vivid film of the subincision rites of an aboriginal tribe can be remarkably
reduced if there is an attendant script which emphasizes the valuable function
of this ritual for the tribe, and especially the child. It is virtually a cliche in our
culture to consider the poverty-stricken, or even the relatively deprived, as hav-
ing their own compensating rewards. They ate actually happy in-their own
way—carefree, happy-go-lucky, in touch with and able to enjoy the ‘‘simple
pleasures of life.”
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Some systems of religious belief see virtue in suffering, and assure restitu-
tion in later life. That may help explain why at least one survey (Lerner & Elkin-
ton, 1970) found that the respondents from the very poorest families
economically—the ones that were barely able to meet their basic needs—were
the ones most likely to embrace fully a ‘‘fundamentalist religion,”” and were
also least likely to see any injustice in their situation.

Sometimes one can reinterpret the ‘‘cause’’—if it is possible to attribute
the victim’s fate to something he did or failed to do, then the sense of justice is
often satisfied. Experiments have shown that presumably when the victims’
suffering or states of deprivation can be ‘‘blamed’’ on them, then even those
people with easy access to the needed resources are willing to let them
suffer—‘‘stew in their own juices’’ (Horowitz, 1968; Schopler & Matthews,
1965). According to the ‘‘sense of justice,”’ as with Rollo in the old Katzenjam-
mer Kids comic strip, they “’have it coming’’—they brought it on themselves.

Finally, one can reinterpret the character of the ‘‘victim.’’ At various
points in the earlier discussion, we noted that our culture, and probably every
other (Nader, 1974), has *‘statuses,”” socially defined ‘‘kinds’’ of people, for
whom suffering and minimum access to desited resources is an appropriate
state of affairs. These are the people who, by virtue of some act they committed
or would be likely to commit, or some personal quality, are assigned to an in-
ferior position. They are judged to merit ‘‘punishment,’’ or are generally dis-
qualified from consideration as worthwhile members of the society (Kelman,
1973). In some subcultures, Jews, gypsies, blacks, Catholics, hillbillies, are not-
matively defined as ‘‘inferior’”” human beings, and at times dangerous
“‘criminals’’ (Allport, 1954; Harding, Proshansky, Kutner, & Chein 1969).

It is also quite natural to judge people, who otherwise qualify for full
membership in the society, as ‘‘social criminals,”” in the sense that they are
likely to violate the rules of decency and consideration for their fellow men.
They are selfish, uncooperative, cruel. Although at any given time they may
seem to be acting quite normally, it is a virtual certainty that they have harmed
someone in the past, and will do it again in the future. And so, it is almost a
pleasure, rather gratifying, to see these people get their ‘‘comeuppance’’ once
and for all. The sight of their suffering may elicit twinges of compassion or pity,
but all that is needed to feel better is to realize that they certainly *‘have it com-
ing”’ (Ryan, 1971).

Eventually, People Develop ‘‘Strategies’’ Designed to
Protect the Belief in a Just World from Any
Contradictory Evidence

These devices and “‘tactics’’ are only partial and temporary solutions. It
has certainly not been possible, in our society, to eliminate the widespread
pockets of undeserved misery and suffering. At any given moment, the
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recognition of one’s limited ability to intervene may relieve the strongly felt de-
mand to respond to these injustices. But no combination of ‘‘realistic’’ tactics is
sufficiently effective to restore the trust in one’s environment needed to func-
tion adequately (Chein, Gerard, Lee, & Rosenfeld, 1964; Jessor, Graves, Han-
son, & Jessor, 1968; Merton, 1957), or relieve totally the sense of outrage and
threat.

The ‘“‘irrational strategies’’ certainly go right to the heart of the matter,
and simply eliminate the injustice by redefining or removing the event—but,
obviously, as the German citizens and we in this country have learned, through
outbreaks of violence in the ghettoes and riots in our prisons, we pay a price for
our distortions, and often the defenses are breached with devastating conse-
quences. And, of course, there are limits to how much most people can or are
willing to process information in autistic ways.

If it is true that, in otder to function, adults have to be ‘‘realistic,’’ and
that they also must believe in a just world that does not exist, what happens?
To begin with, people employ the devices and tactics described, and at times
suffer and feel frightened when they are not adequate to the task. In addition,
there seem to be points where the basic cognitive orientations of ‘‘reality’” and
“‘justice’’ meet, and form the psychological underpinnings of the adult belief
in a just world—the protective strategies.

»

Extended Time Frame— ‘‘Ultimate Justice’’

The easiest and most effective way to protect the needed confidence in the
justness of one’s wotld is never to allow it to be tested or confronted with
evidence. One must keep the belief separate from the realistic world of every-
day happenings. This is accomplished frequently by accepting a certain number
of ‘‘casualties’ or ‘‘temporary setbacks’’ as simply patt of life, combined with
the unverbalized assumption that in the long run things will work out, are im-
proving, for everyone. This belief in ‘‘ultimate justice’’ replaces the earlier one
of childhood which looked for immediate or ‘‘immanent’’ justice where people
are punished or rewarded in the next psychological moment.

For those who are unwilling to adopt one of the formal religious systems,
the source of ultimate justice can vary from situation to situation. The sight of
poverty at times can elicit the trust that one of the many social agencies will
help anyone who is hungry or sick. It is not always so obvious which one will ac-
tually do the job, but *‘I am sure there are groups to handle such pro-
blems—that’s what they are there for.”” The publicity that follows the ap-
prehension and prosecution of a ‘‘criminal,”’ the remarkable strides which
medical science has made in eliminating the dangers of disease, can also help
engender the feeling that there is a good chance, that ‘‘by and large, it will
turn out right in the end.”” And each of us is provided with a vetsion of the
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history of man, civilization, our countty, that provides the most eloquent and
persuasive testimony for the assumption that ‘‘every day, in every way, we are
getting better and better.”” Obviously, there are forces in the history of civiliza-
tion which bring us closer to a life of decency and respect for the individual.
Notwithstanding the momentary pangs of nostalgia, we all know that it will be
better tomortrow than today, which is certainly better than yesterday (Etzioni,
1968). We probably would not say it aloud, but we believe it, we ‘‘know it.”’

It is not easy to overestimate the functional value of this form of con-
fidence, and the accompanying toleration of temportary ‘‘errots’’ derived from
the extended time frame. As the story goes, the highly successful Green Bay
Packer professional football team, under Coach Vince Lombardi, never admit-
ted that they had been beaten. On those few occasions when they did lose, ac-
cording to the official record at least, they all knew that it was only because the
game ended too soon! Such optimistic trust will enable one to continue after
what seems to be an error or failure. You can’t win them all—some people
die—she waited too long—we’re learning more each year—in a few years we’ll
be able to handle (prevent, cure) this—we know better now—we would not
now drop an atomic bomb on civilian targets—unleash vast amounts of chemi-
cals in our environment—fail to test drugs before putting them on the market.

Ate these “‘fictions”’? Are they attempts to delude ourselves? Probably not
in any way which is amenable to reality testing, and not in any way which in-
hibits the individual or social organism from engaging in effective problem-
solving activity—dealing with “‘reality.”’ They do enable us to live in a com-
plex, “iffy’’ world.

There Are Various ‘‘Worlds''—Qurs Is a Just One

The metaphor of a “‘just world’’ is meant to be a more valid approxima-
tion of social psychological realities than expressed by the terms ‘‘society’’ or
‘‘environment.”’

People selectively create and populate their environment with people,
places, and things. These are organized around various themes and scenarios,
problems and possibilities—certain events occur to certain kinds of people for
certain reasons. There are plots and subplots, with greater or lesser anticipation
of the unknown, but there are usually beginnings and endings which blend
together in meaningful ways. The people who are actors in these scenarios, by
implication at least, are tied together by common problems and possibilities.
*‘ After all, we all live in the same world."”’

But do we? Who lives in what world? Whose lives ate more or less intet-
connected by common, or at least interdependent, possibilities, goals, ways of
thinking, a common ideology? In this sense the metaphor of ‘‘world’’ appears
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to be synonymous with ‘‘subculture,’’ and in some ways that is probably true,
as when we think of so-and-so living her life in the ‘‘world of the theater,”” or
Sutherland’s (1966) famous description of the patterned way of life in the
“‘underworld,’’ and of course there are often entire ‘‘worlds’’ associated with
vatious socioeconomic strata in a given community, like ‘‘the world of the mid-
dle class’’ in small-town U.S.A. (Warner, 1963). And there is probably some
validity to thinking of certain identifiable statuses as reliable indicators of a
style of life, goals, common ideology—the teenage world, the wortld of the
elderly, the urban black world.

Social analysts are able to describe the various statuses each person can and
typically does ‘‘occupy,’’ and how some of these, involving highly structured
networks of formally defined relationships, and others less institutionalized,
are often quite distinct, if not contradictoty, in the expectations, rituals, and
ways of thinking that are required of the individual. Mother, wife, lover,
homemaker, citizen, friend, daughter, writer, Republican, second-generation
German American, educated woman in her mid-30s, member of ACLU, con-
cerned human being, environmentalist. All of these social categories are in-
tended to locate statuses or positions in the various networks of relationships.
They identify various aspects of the social reality through which people move,
usually in fairly organized ways. In other words, there are usually identifiable
cues of time, place, and other social factors for when a person lives in one of her
various worlds—mother, educated woman, environmentalist, homemaker,
consumer. And at times they blend and conflict. These are obvious facts of liv-
ing in a modern complex society.

However, for our purposes I would like to offer the hypothesis that there
are some meta-wortlds or statuses that are particularly important in the strategy
of surviving in our society. In the technical sense, they approximate what is
meant by ‘‘caste,’’ rather than social status. The boundaries between castes are
relatively impervious, and there are rather dramatic and petvasive differences in
life experiences associated with each caste.

This is not the occasion to enter into a serious analysis of the ‘‘caste’’
system of contemporary American or Western societies, but there are some
aspects of this construction of social reality that are central to our understanding
of the common adult form of the belief in a just world. For example, most peo-
ple probably recognize the world (caste) of the “’beautiful people.’” The actual
cast of characters changes fairly regularly, but the common element is that they
are viewed as a privileged elite—the rules that you and I live by are suspended
or modified greatly for them. At times we may admire, at times ignore them,
but generally they are accepted simply as a part of life—with virtually no expec-
tation or hope, except in some obvious fantasy, of gaining admission to that
world.

Also I think that most of us believe that there are at least two other worlds.
The wotld we live in is essentially a just world, where, given the qualifiers ‘‘by
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and large’” and “‘in the long run,”” people can and do get what they deserve.
And the other is the ‘‘world of victims,”’ the poverty-stricken, the maimed, the
crippled, the disfigured—the ‘‘losers’ in our society. The inhabitants of that
world, given any reasonable assessment of the possibilities available, are doom-
ed to live in a world where they cannot affect their fates in any appreciable way.
They appear destined to live in a state of chronic suffering or deprivation in
terms of goals that we value and expect.

Our world, on the other hand, is set up so that we and those we care about
can get what they deserve. The people may look and act differently, with more
or less talent, character, and ingenuity, but all of these variations are played out
to their appropriate end. It is assumed that everyone is going to turn out all
right. But what they actually get out of life, what they make of themselves, is
almost entirely up to them—their talent, character, willingness to
wotk—modified in an acceptable way by ‘‘connections,”” and ‘‘the breaks.”’

It may not be a totally comfortable or ‘‘nice’” world, but it is pretty much
a ‘‘just world"’—where people plan and set realistic goals for themselves and
their children which usually work out. With insurance policies, a decent job,
money set aside for vacations, a new car, retirement, the kids’ schooling, time
spent working on the school board, helping the kids with their homework, see-
ing to it that they live in a2 “‘good’’ neighborhood with the right kind of
friends—given Mary’s IQ and her interest in music, children, and camping, she
will probably go to State U. and get a degree in special education, get married
to a nice boy, and so on. Don is a good athlete, he’s very bright, gets top
grades, and has his eye on law school. I don’t see what could stand in his way.

These resemble ‘“‘typical’’ middle class aspirations and dreams, although
there may be important regional differences in the style of life in this ‘‘just
world.’’ But it is a real world, and a ‘“‘just’’ one, that includes a large part of
the population. That probably includes all those who live in families whose in-
comes are within half a standard deviation of the mean for that region, from
the ‘‘upper-lower’’ socioeconomic class to the ‘‘lower-upper.’’

The important point here is that, in a very real sense, possibly the only one
that matters most of the time in our lives, we know we do live in a just world.
At times, however, we are confronted with members of the other world, the
world of victims. Sometimes we react automatically in response to a cue which
elicits a sense of identity, concern, compassion, outrage, the desire to
ameliorate the unjust suffering and deprivation of these victims. When we are
actually confronted with someone in a wheelchair, a blind person, a hungty
child, often something happens within us. There is a powerful urge to help,
take away the suffering, and make it all better. But, as a rule, we do
nothing—except feel very sad for a moment—until the scene changes. Why?

Why do we go about our business and turn our minds to other thoughts?
Part of the answer is based on the recognition that we live in different worlds.
At times I know we are the same, or at least I recognize the same feelings,
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needs, and hopes, but essentially, at a much deeper level, I know we live in dif-
ferent worlds, are of different ‘‘castes,”’ and mine is a just one and theirs is not.
Theirs is a world of victims.

Later we will devote considerable effort to understanding the ways these
“‘worlds’’ make contact, when and how they overlap, and the various conse-
quences. We all know that there are times when people of the Just World caste
give in to the urge to help “‘victims,”” but at other times they appear to go
through considerable effort to avoid any involvement, any recognition of the
hint of any possible relation—they avoid, ignore, and possibly revile them.

In summeary, then, it is proposed that the Belief in a Just World is too cen-
tral a part in the organization of the human experience to be given up simply
because the child learns that there is not an all-seeing, all-powerful adult figure
who metes out punishments and rewards in direct response to how ‘‘good’’ ot
“‘bad’’ someone has been. The child’s belief in a2 world of ‘‘immanent’’ justice
is not simply abandoned. It is modified by the experiences of a rational mind in
a world of natural causes, so that its functional components remain as firmly
based as ever, if not more so, while its form is altered—to that of the
unassailable assumptions of ‘‘ultimate justice.”’

By and large, in the long run, for people like us, it is a just world. We can,
for the most part, with our share of ‘‘the breaks,’’ get what we want, what we
are willing to work for, what we deserve. Of course, we recognize that the world
of victims exists, and that something can and will be done about it, but we
can’t let that interfere with how we live our own lives and what we can do for
our families.

Nevertheless, There Are Continuing Threats
to the Belief in a Just World

Some Basic Myths

To be sure, the Belief in a Just World is an invention. Adults, no less and
possibly much more than children, must believe that the important events in
people’s lives follow rules, so that when something of importance happens to
you, it is both understandable and ‘‘appropriate.’’ That is the way it ‘‘should’’
be. But the just world is probably a ‘‘myth,’’ in the sense that it is a way of con-
sttuing events so that they fit a preestablished scenario which satisfies the per-
son.

Before we look more closely at the implications of this myth for our
understanding of how people react to one another and themselves, we should
note that there are some other important myths which are prevalent in our
society, and often found in conjunction with the Belief in a Just World.
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Myth of ‘‘Rational Man.’’ Most of us walk around convinced that we are
objective appraisers of social and physical reality. And our reaction to our own
and other’s fate is determined by this appraisal. The components of this myth
include the presumably rational processing of information relevant to impot-
tant events in the environment. This begins with the objective assessment of
causes and effects. The person’s subsequent reaction to this appraisal follows
naturally and inevitably the rules of nature and man—compassionate concern,
reestablishment of ‘‘justice,”’ and acceptance of that which is unavoidable in
nature.

If we see someone suffering or in need we consider the facts in terms of
who or what caused the suffering or need. Mainly, we discern whether the per-
son did or did not deserve his fate. If the fate is unmerited, then we, anyone,
would be concerned about setting things right—helping the victim, and, when
appropriate, apprehending and punishing the inflictor. If, on the other hand,
the victim deserved his fate, has been stupid, foolish, or derelict in some im-
portant way, then so be it.

Good Citizen Myth. Along with the ‘‘Belief in a Just World’’ and ‘‘Ra-
tional Man,”’ there is the myth of the ‘‘Good Citizen.”’ This myth also has a
number of components. One is that we help our fellow human beings when
they are in genuine need, and we serve as protectots of the weak and the young
when it is required.

Another component of this myth seems to reflect elements of the ‘“‘ra-
tional”” man. We offer genuine praise and admiration to those among us who
exhibit the “‘saintly’’ virtues of selfless devotion to the welfare of their fellow
men—the underprivileged and the suffering. Only the most cynical among us
would question the motives of a *‘Schweitzer,”’ or the hero who gives up his life
in efforts ‘‘above and beyond the call of duty’’ for the sake of others.

On the other hand, we ate only human, and we have to be careful not to
act like “‘fools’” or ‘‘glory seekers’” in our efforts to meet our social respon-
sibilities. As good citizens who are not fools, we recognize that we have rspon-
sibilities to ourselves and our families. And so we do ‘‘our part’’ to help those
in need, to deal with injustice whenever and wherever it appears—but that
‘“‘part’’ must take into consideration our other obligations. There are realistic
priotities and obligations that must be considered in the decision as to what is
the ‘‘decent’’ thing to do, and that which is simply an ‘‘irresponsible’’ or a
““foolhardy’’ gesture.

Contradicting Experiences— ' ‘Realities’’
Emotional-Cognitive Reactions to ‘‘Injustices’”’ in Our World. The

achievement of adulthood in our society does not bring with it the ability to
turn off emotional vulnerability to the suffering of othets. The strength of this
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response is often a function of the vividness of the cues, the psychological prox-
imity of the event, and the severity of the harm presumably done to the victim
(Lazatus, Opton, Nomikos, & Rankin, 1965). The more extreme this response,
the greater the likelihood that the child or adult will engage in efforts to
reduce this distress (Krebs, 1970). These efforts often take the form of the “‘it-
rational’’ strategies, described eatlier, that redefine the ‘‘blame,” the out-
comes, or the ‘‘characteristics’’ of the victim. The desire to reduce the
observet’s distress and the implicit threat to his security appears as an attempt
to blame the victim or anyone who can be punished, so that at least the sense of
control, if not the belief in justice, can be reestablished (Ryan, 1971). Thus,
because we remain emotionally vulnerable to the suffering of others, we often
react in ways which correspond little, if at all, to *‘objective’’ problem-solving
behavior.

Decision Making in Response to the Fate of Others—The Profit Motive.
What does affect how people react to the fate of others—especially those who
are in clear distress, need, suffering? The best assessment of the available
evidence does not jibe well with the myth of the ‘‘Good Citizen.”’ There is, to
be sure, a form of rationality involved, but one which appears to be governed
by a rather direct self-otiented attempt to ‘‘maximize profits’’—incur the most
gains with the fewest losses.

Schwartz (1975) summarizes his own and others’ findings as a sequence
the person goes through in determining whether ‘‘humanitarian norms have
their impact on behavior,”’ that is, whether someone helps the victim, or does
something else. It begins, as one might expect, with the perception of the
event:

1. Perception of need and responsibility
1. Awareness of a person in a state of need, lacking some desired resource.
2. Perception that this state of need can be relieved if certain actions are taken.
3. Recognition of own ability to make one or more of the responses which could
alleviate consequences for the needy.
4. Arousal of some sense of responsibility to respond.
II. Activation of personal norms
5. Activation of preexisting or newly crystallized norms directing that some one
or more of the responses be made.
I1I. Assessment and evaluation and reassessment of potential tesponses
6. Assessment and evaluation of the probable outcomes of normatively directed
and other responses in terms of their costs.
(The next two steps may be skipped if a particular response clearly optimizes the bal-
ance of costs evaluated in step 6; in other instances, however, there will be one or
more iterations through steps 7 and 8.)
7. Reassessment and redefinition of the situation by denial of the:
a. state of need (its reality, seriousness).
b. responsibility to respond.
c. suitability of norms activated thus far and/or others.
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8. Iteration of step 6 in light of the new assessment in step 7, repeated until a
distinctly best option emerges.
IV. Action (inaction) response (Schwartz, 1975, pp. 114-115)

The first five steps in this process describe the way each person becomes
aware of the existence of someone in need. During this assessment phase, the
person is probably functioning fairly much as the *‘rational’’ ‘‘good citizen.”’
In step 6, however, we come to the crucial “‘cost-accounting’’ event in the deci-
sion process. The costs here are described as inevitable in helping others:

By definition, responses prescribed by humanitarian norms entail costs to the ac-
tor—costs of foregoing own resources on behalf of the needy other with no expecta-
tion of equal return. (Schwartz, 1975, p. 127)

Obviously, in the final calculations there are *‘costs’” and ‘‘benefits’” which are
associated with the various alternatives the person perceives possible in the
situation. The final act or sequence of acts reflects what Hatfield (1980) con-
siders the first principle of human social behavior.*

Proposition 1. Individuals will try to maximize their outcomes (where outcomes
equal rewards minus costs). (p. 2)

Walster and Piliavin (1972) predict that the most likely resolution of this
process will be difficult to predict when the costs involved are relatively
minimal. However, if the costs for ‘‘direct help’” are high, then ‘‘indirect
help,”” and ‘‘justification for not helping and running away,’’ are to be ex-
pected. It is only if the person anticipates great cost in terms of social sanctions,
anticipated feelings of guilt (Rawlings, 1970) for not directly helping, and low
cost in the prospective helping act, that people can be expected to actually in-
tervene in a given situation.

If these analysts are right, then the way people actually function is at odds
with the myth of the ‘‘good citizen.”’ People are motivated essentially by the
attempt to ‘‘maximize their outcomes.”’ In social situations involving the fate
of other people, this involves the reduction of ‘‘social and self distress’” at
minimum cost to other desired resources (Walster ez 4/., 1976).

When the costs are high, the ‘‘Rational Man’’ myth is threatened by the
person’s use of the ‘‘justification’’ mode of restoring ‘‘psychological equity’’
(Walster & Piliavin, 1972); or, as Schwartz (1975) describes, the ‘‘reassessment
and redefinition of the situation.’’ These reactions are essentially the irrational
defenses based upon ‘‘denial of the victim’s state of need,”” ‘‘denial of the
suitability of norms’’ which define the victim as someone truly innocent and in
a state of ‘‘genuine need.”’

*Readers may be more familiar with comparable versions of this material that appeared in Walster,
Berscheid and Walster, 1976.
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What some of our best known theorists have described is that we do not
act as ‘‘good citizens.”’ On the contrary, we are always trying to make the best
deal for ourselves. And when it is the most profitable way to respond, we are
not very ‘‘rational’’ in the way we justify our self-interested acts. If they are cot-
rect, then it is quite obvious that we must go to great lengths to maintain the
belief that we live in a just world. But do we?

We Need and Create the Belief in a Just World:
Some Thoughts as to *'Why'"'

Is it really true that most people walk around with a set of cognitions,
assumptions, which can be paraphrased as a ‘‘belief in a just world’’? If this is
even partly valid, in what ways is it true? What actually is the source of the
‘‘Belief’’? How important is it in people’s lives? How do people differ in the
way they hold it, and in the way it affects their lives? Are normal people actual-
ly capable of condemning innocent victims? While they are still in their ‘‘right
minds’’? Is this reaction linked to others, such as helping victims, or attributing
blame, through the same attempt to maintain the ‘‘Belief in a Just World’’?
Conceivably, if this is true, we may be able to understand a great deal more
about the ways in which we can show more kindness and less cruelty to one
another.

In seeking answers to these questions, we will stay fairly close to what hap-
pens in a social psychological experiment. Of course, I may as well confess at
the outset what will become immediately apparent to the reader. I have enor-
mous faith in our ability to learn from social psychological experiments. I agree
with Aronson’s (1976) assertion that our experiments give us the chance to

draw conclusions based on data far more precise and numerous than those available
to the amateur social psychologist, who must depend upon observations of events
that occur randomly and under complex circumstances. (p. 7)

There are many issues which arise frequently whenever one describes or
draws infetences from experiments. They range from the more technical ques-
tions concerning validity and generality of the inferences one is able to draw, to
the issues associated with ethical responsibilities of the experimenter to himself,
the people who are directly involved in the research, and the members of his
society who become aware of what he did to whom, and what he learned. For
the most part, these issues will remain in the background, providing an om-
nipresent audience whose implicit questions will structure at least part of the
discussion. In the meantime, though, there should be no mistake about the
underlying concurrence with Aronson’s statement of faith.



CHAPTER 2

The First Experiment
The Effect of Fortuitous Reward

The Setting

In the fall of 1962, we invited women students from the University of Kentucky
to help us in what they thought was a study designed to develop ways of
estimating individual contributions to group tasks. When they arrived, they
wete seated in groups of about five or so in a small auditorium, facing a large
one-way mirror. The view from their seats showed two chairs brought up to a
table on which were a number of lettered cards and a microphone. Shortly after
their atrival a curtain was drawn over the one-way mirror.

All the subjects were to be exposed to the same ‘‘objective’’ event in
which two people worked at an intellectual task—making up words out of let-
ters—in which their performances were distinctly different, but in-
distinguishable in terms of attributes usually associated with *‘quality,’’ better
or worse. The independent variable in this experiment was the *‘fate’’ of these
two workers in terms of receiving payment. The assignment of the important
outcome—Ilarge payment—to one of the workers had to be clearly arbitrary,
but also legitimate in the sense of violating no moral standards. If that could be
accomplished successfully, it was expected that our subjects would try to per-
suade themselves that the worker favored ‘‘by chance’’ actually performed bet-
ter, actually deserved the pay after all. To be sure, in order to learn how the
subjects’ judgments were affected by the arbitrary outcome, it was necessary to
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vary the recipient of the ‘‘luck,” so that while the event remained constant,
half of the subjects were informed that it was one wotker, ‘“Tom,’’ who would
be paid, and half were led to believe that it was the other worker, ‘‘Dave.”’
Then their judgments of the relative worth of these two workers could be com-
pared. The experiment was set in the context of a project to develop ‘‘some
reliable and meaningful scales’’ which could be used to assess ‘‘the contribu-
tions of individual members to the solution of problems which face the
group.”’ As the subjects were informed at the outset, this had become a setious
problem in all sectors of our society, since most of the decision making and pro-
ductivity, at least at the managerial and professional levels, occurred in
‘““teams,’’ or task forces. With the give-and-take interaction involved in these
efforts, it was difficult to assess, as every organization must, the relative talents
and contributions of each member. These must be known in order to make
decisions about who should be promoted, who should be retained, and who
should be let go to do something else for which he is better suited. Presumably
there wete no techniques presently available to make these assessments, so we
were employing a ‘‘grass roots’’ approach, in which a number of people would
observe a variety of others working in various intellectual group tasks. The
observers during the first phase of our research were merely to

develop impressions and hunches concerning what they observe, then by a process of
pooling these various individual impressions I can begin to develop some categories
to be used in more specific judgments.

These instructions were meant to make the subjects’ tasks seem a worth-
while and obviously reasonable way to proceed. Also, the emphasis on the early
states of the research, and the need to rely on ‘‘impressions and hunches,’’ was
intended to loosen the *‘reality constraint’’ somewhat, so that it would be easier
for subjects to allow their own wishes and preferences to influence what they
‘‘saw’’ happening.

The subjects were to observe two male students working together on an
anagrams task for approximately 15 minutes. The workers’ job was to work as a
team, making up as many and as complex words as possible. Supposedly to
minimize the influence of extraneous cues on their judgments, the subjects
were to listen to the work session, rather than observe it visually. Of course this
manipulation was intended to increase the opportunity for the subjects’ im-
aginations to influence what they ‘‘observed.”’

Obviously, the success of the experiment depended entirely on finding a
way to operationalize the ‘‘independent variable.”” How would it be possible to
create the impression of a ‘‘valid’’ but totally arbitrary assignment of differen-
tial pay to two workers whose actual performances were not obviously discre-
pant on any seemingly relevant dimension? And of course this had to be done
within the general context of the study, or it would elicit a certain amount of
doubt or suspicion.
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The subjects were told that, in order to create an experimental task which
resembled the real work situation, it was necessaty to pay the workers, and to
pay them considerably more money than initially anticipated, in order for them
to take the task as seriously as if it were an actual job. We had only enough
money to pay a sufficient amount $3.50 to half the total number of workers
needed for the study. However, we would have to ask @/ of them to work as if
they would be paid. And, in fact, we would let the pay be a matter of chance,
depending upon the numbers the workers drew from a hat at the beginning of
the session. That seemed fair to us, since the workers were actually volunteers
who had not expected to be paid at all. Of course, as it was pointed out to the
‘“‘workers’’ and the subjects, we would not be able to tell the workers which of
them was to be paid until the end of the work session.

After these orienting sessions, subjects listened as the two workers did
their job. In a brief initial interview, the workers identified themselves as
“Tom’’ and ‘‘Bill.”” Then subjects heard Tom and Bill being informed about
the pay arrangement, and their agreement that it was a good and fair way to
proceed. The workers then picked numbets. Tom picked ‘‘number 19°’ and
Bill “‘number 26,”’ and then proceeded to work at the anagrams task, at which
they both did a fairly good job. After all, they were actually first-year graduate
students, doing their best at the task. At the end of the fifteen-minute session
the sound was turned off, and the subjects responded to some ‘‘tentative rating
scales,”’ using their ‘‘impressions and hunches.”’

The main experimental variable was controlled by one additional instruc-
tion to the subjects before the workers began. The experimenter informed the
subjects that, since 40 more workers were needed in the experiment, and there
were only sufficient funds for 20, we put 40 numbers in a bowl, and would pay
the worker who picked an ‘‘even number’’ (Bill-paid condition) or an ‘‘odd
number’’ (Tom-paid condition). Of course, they all listened to the very same
event.

After these instructions, the experimenter made no explicit link between
the numbers drawn by ‘“Tom’’ and ‘‘Bill,”” who had drawn odd or even, and
who, therefore, would be paid. It was assumed that the subjects would care
enough about the relative pay issue to be aware of what was happening, and of
who would end up with $3.50, and who with nothing. The group discussion
at the end of each session confirmed the fact that the subjects correctly iden-
tified the worker supposedly being paid. They listened, they believed, and they
cared. What happened then? What did they ‘‘observe?”’

The first question to which the subjects responded subsequent to hearing
the tape was the most important, most direct measure of the ‘‘dependent’
variable. They were asked:

1. How much of a real contribution did each subject make to the group

task of forming words?
They were to respond to this question by placing the letters ““T"" and *‘B”’ for
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Tom and Bill respectively on a scale divided into 40 equal units. One end of
this scale was defined as ‘‘virtually no real contribution,’’ and the other as the
‘‘maximum, total contribution.”’

The subjects responded in a similar fashion to four other questions:

2 . How much effort did each subject seem to put forth in trying to do his
task?

How creative were the ideas of each subject?

4 . What is your impression of the expectations of the subjects? How cer-
tain or uncertain was each subject that he was one of those who was go-
ing to receive $3.50 at the end?

5 . How do you feel about your pamapauon in this kind of task?

The extremes of this scale were ‘I like it very much, very comfortable,”’

and ‘‘Dislike it very much, very uncomfortable.”’

Finally, the subjects rated both workers on a number of polar dimensions
concerned with personal characteristics, such as likeable-unlikeable,
mature-immature. These were combined to yield an index of the general
preference for or liking of the two workers. In addition to this index, they were
asked which of the two workers they would choose to work with in a similar
situation.

w

The Findings

So what did the analyses of these ratings show? One set of totally unan-
ticipated findings arose from the distinct differences in impressions created by
the voices of the two graduate students who portrayed ‘‘“Tom’’ and ‘‘Bill.”’
Considering all the thought and planning that went into every phase of the ex-
periment, it is rather amazing that we had failed to realize that the petson who
played ‘“Tom’’ had been a professional radio announcer, with a deep resonant
voice and excellent articulation. By comparison, Bill's voice was rather high-
pitched, and much more tentative in style. It was ‘‘clear’” to these young
women that Tom was very masculine, and must be quite handsome—‘‘the
hero’’ —whereas Bill was rather meek, and immature—clearly the ‘‘second ot
third banana.”’

As a result, the two measures of attraction—the general preference index,
and the choice of a work partner—revealed what we should have guessed ahead
of time. Regardless of who ended up being paid, the women had a clear
preference for Tom. For example, in the Tom-paid condition, 10 of the 11 sub-
jects preferred Tom as a work partner, and so did 9 of the 11 subjects in the
Bill-paid condition.

This preference for ‘‘handsome’” Tom ovet ‘‘meek-mild’’ Bill had an in-
teresting effect on the subjects’ liking for the experiment. As in the soap
operas, the subjects who believed that *“Tom’’ was the winner liked the experi-
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Table 1
Subjects’ Comfort in the Experimental Situation®
N M SD

Condition 1: Tom paid

(attractive) 7 3.30% 1.28
Condition 2: Bill paid

(unattractive) 11 5.54 4.12
“From Lerner (1965).

e lower the score the greater the comfort.

ment much more than those who thought that “‘Bill’’ was going to be the one
to get paid (see Table 1).

Along with these unexpected but quite understandable results, we found
that the subjects did, in fact, generate their own scenario to fit the workers’ dif-
fering fates, based upon who had been fortunate enought to pick up a lucky
number. As one can see from Table 2, the subjects were inclined to asctibe bet-
ter performance and greater effort to ezther Tom or Bill, depending upon
which of them they believed would end up with the money.

Table 2

A Comparison of the Ratings of the ‘“Workers”” by the Observers
in Both ‘‘Payment’’ Conditions®

Condition 1: Tom  Condition 2: Bill
paid (N = 11) paid (N = 11)

Condition
T rating B rating T rating Brating 1 versus
Condition (T, - B)
M M MM 2 Tvs. B —(T,-B)
Real contribution 7.90° 1145 1672 12.72 24 ¢ .10 1.99°
Effort 6.45 7.81  10.27  12.36 1.86°  1.00 .20
Creativity 872 2054  17.63  21.81 2179 4.66° 2.224
Expectation of
money 14.27 1245  17.09 8.72 .07 2.15% 1.39
Overall preference  37.81 56.09 38.54 58.63 .25 5.53¢ .21

%From Lerner (1965).
e lower the score the more ‘‘positive’’ the rating.
‘p < .05.
dp < .02.
‘p <.001.
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There were some other intriguing, suggestive results, but overall there
seemed to be two important conclusions. One, as we stated at the time:

The obsetvers in this experiment construed a social event to fit rather simple and
understandable processes. One of these can be paraphrased as ‘‘people deserve what
happens to them’’ or ‘‘once I know what has happened to someone 1 will be more
comfortable if I can believe that he has earned it. (Lerner, 1965, p. 360)

The other was a little more complex, and certainly not expected. The out-
come of fate of each of the workets was important enough to the observers to af-
fect how they construed the efforts of the two workers, but it did not alter in
any measurable way the petsonal attractiveness of Tom and Bill. The observers
cared enough about the correspondence between the desirability of the relative
outcomes and the personal desirability of the workers to be measurably less
satisfied, and more upset, when the less desirable Bill won the money than
when hero Tom was paid.

The Implications for the Method and Theory

It was important to find concrete evidence for two presumed reactions.
The findings reveal that people will be upset if someone who is relatively unat-
tractive ends up with a better fate than someone who is seen as more desirable
personally. Also, people, once they know the desirability of someone’s fate, will
be inclined to construe the value of that person’s effort to fit that fate. In other
words, they are inclined to perceive that people get what they deserve. As part
of this, they seem to prefer that good things happen to attractive people, and
less good things to less attractive people. They are relatively upset if events con-
tradict this pattern.

It was much more important to discover that we could actually study these
processes in the laboratory, that we could create the necessary elements of an
entire scenario so that those particular people at the appropriate time would be
in the “‘“frame of mind”’ that would enable them to reveal the particular pro-
cesses we wanted to study. We seemed to be able to do that in a way which
would enable us to record, measure, and count the evidence. We had learned
not only that the experimental situation was an incredibly complex and
therefore ‘‘fragile’” invention, but also what a useful instrument it could be for
looking at important human reactions.

As for the theory—it became clear for the first time that the ‘‘Belief in a
Just World’* was probably more than an extension of ‘‘Cognitive Dissonance.’’
The work that has been generated out of the theory of cognitive dissonance has
been very important in helping us understand how people react when their ex-
periences do not seem to conform to their expectations. When a person is con-
fronted with evidence that the world is not just in some sense, then we can
reasonably expect that a state of dissonance has been created, and can rely on
the body of literature on that subject to help us predict how that person will
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react subsequently (Aronson, 1969). Dissonance theoty cannot, nor was it in-
tended to, enable us to understand why people are strongly committed to
cognitions like the belief in a just world. The belief that one lives in a just
world, just as the belief that one is a decent, worthwhile person, seems to play a
central role in the organization of the person’s life. The clear implication here is
that what is at stake for the individual when these cognitions are threatened is
not only the negative drive state generated out of holding dissonant cognitions,
but the very integrity of their conception of themselves and the nature of their
world.

This is easier possibly to recognize with reference to the belief that one is a
worthy human being. The evidence suggests that, if and when that cognition is
altered significantly, then there are widespread and dramatic effects on
people’s lives. They are not for all intents and purposes the same people with
different cognitions about themselves. The range of affect they experience,
ways of relating to others, kinds of thought processes thy engage in, ability to
mobilize themselves, are radically altered if their sense of self-worth is reduced.
If our understanding of the belief in a just world is cotrect, then we would ex-
pect that the effects would be equally dramatic if that belief is shattered, or
diminished to any important degree. The emotional consequences associated
with the loss of this confidence in one’s environment, the attempt to find alter-
native ways of coping with one’s needs, fears, and the threats from the environ-
ment, would produce ‘‘deviant’’ behaviors in the pejorative sense (Chein ez
@l., 1964; Jessor et al., 1968; Merton, 1957). Although our research will not at-
tempt to test this hypothesis by creating such an extreme event in people’s
lives, we do expect to be able to show the kind of motivational committment to
this central belief that would fit this degree of importance to the person.

Also, a simple, or possibly naive, construction of a theory of ‘‘cognitive
balance’’ seemed lacking. In the first place, it is much too ‘‘bloodless’’ to have
the right feel when applied to the problems of how we react to people’s lives.
The emotional components of compassion, fear, indignation, etc. are such cen-
tral, if not dominant aspects of our reactions, that any psychological demands
derived from the attempts to find ‘‘balance’’ in our cognitions seem relatively
trivial. Who cares about ‘‘balance’” when I learn that one of my daughter’s
friends had ‘‘accidently’’ slipped and tumbled to his death while meditating
and watching the sunset from the top of Diamond Head? When I heard his
parent’s wortied voice before anyone was certain what had happened, all we
knew was that this fine, highly reliable young man had not come home or ap-
peared at work the previous day. Something was very wrong! ‘‘Cognitive im-
balance’’? Is this what was happening? And then they found the broken body.

Certainly any prior inclinations to find ‘‘balance’’ theory inadequate to
the phenomenon were supported by the rather selective way the subjects in the
initial experiment responded to the event. The observers altered their cogni-
tions of the worker’s behavior—his effort and creativity at the task—as a func-
tion of the anticipated ‘‘outcome.”’ So why did they not then also change their
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cognitions of the worker’s petsonality to fit the relative merit of his efforts and
the value of the outcome? The answer seems to be that the obsetvers did not
care that much, were not motivated sufficiently by the form of ‘‘balance’
among their cognitions which matches the valence of someone’s fate, his per-
sonal worth, and his efforts. Instead, the observers were a bit more upset when
the less desirable person was to be paid the money; but they seemed to deal
with the entire event satisfactorily by altering only one set of cognitions—that
attached to the worker’s efforts at the task—making up words out of letters on
cards. There appeared to be no attempt to bring all the cognitions into a
univalent system of balance.

And so, there were a few points which established the outline for the next
steps in the Just World Theory. First, the petson’s attempts to find evidence for
““justice’’ in his environment probably involve something more than seeking to
reduce dissonance or create ‘‘balance’’ among his cognitions. Second, the
awareness of someone’s fate can have an effect on the perception of his relevant
behaviors, while having no noticeable effect on the perception of his personal
attributes.
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The Second Experiment

Observers’ Reactions to the
‘Innocent Victim’

The Questions

There was no question of what the next study should be. We wanted to look at
the plaguing tragedy of the derogation of innocent victims in our society. It so
obviously happens, and the problem has so many facets, from learning to make
fun of the “‘class jerk’’ in school, to stigmatizing the mentally and physically
crippled, and perpetuating the vicious stereotypes applied to the victims of our
social and economic system. Is it possible that the motivation to find justice in
our world could lead to the perpetuation of the very social stereotypes which
stand as a major impediment to the creation of actual social justice?

There was a definite set of goals guiding our efforts. We assumed that, if it
should be possible to recreate enough of the ‘‘right’’ elements in the
laboratory, then we might be able to look at the phenomenon carefully enough
to answer this and the related questions of why we reject some of the victims,
sometimes, and help others at other times. If the theoretical hunches were
valid, then it might be possible through this research to learn how to channel
the very same motivation into effective social change, rather than cruel
degradation of victims.

To begin answering some of these questions, we needed to create an ex-
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perimental situation in which people who were merely going about their daily
routine would be confronted with another person, also merely going about
routine activities, who was suffering undeservedly. Subjects would become
aware that this other member of their society was suffering through no ap-
parent fault of his/her own—an innocent victim—having done nothing stupid
or careless to merit this suffering.

If the theory is correct, then the obsetvers should be upset for a number of
reasons, not the least of which is the implicit threat to their belief that truly in-
nocent people do not suffer, at least not in their wotld. To eliminate this
threat, they would need to restore justice. That could be done in a number of
ways. For example, they could simply leave the scene and try to pretend it never
happened, or at least try to forget about it. Or they could see to it that justice
was done in the situation by rescuing the victim and having the inflicter
punished. Or they could engage in various reinterpretations of the event, so
that the victim was not seen as so ‘‘innocent.”’ If they could persuade
themselves that the victim actually brought about the suffering by some
misdeed, then their sense of security, if not finely tuned sense of justice, would
be restored. Or they could come to view the victim as the kind of person for
whom suffering is not a clearly undeserved fate. This last reaction is, of course,
the one we wished to examine in this initial effort. Could observers, normal
human beings, actually engage in victim derogation? Or show some evidence
that they would invent or find negative attributes in a victim clearly innocent
by more objective criteria?

The expected answer to these questions was of course yes, but more detail-
ed information was also anticipated. If people ate motivated to maintain the
belief that they live in a “‘just world,”’ for the sake of their own security and
their ability to pursue goals which require long-range planning and extensive
effort, then the following hypotheses also make sense.

Witnesses of an innocent victim’s suffering will attempt to reestablish
justice in the situation by compensating the victim. If they are unable to pro-
vide compensation, they will attempt to reestablish justice by finding the vic-
tim blameworthy, as a function of his/her actions or personal characteristics.

What about the relation between these two kinds of cognitive attempt to
find justice? Our reasoning was:

If the person is motivated to believe he lives in a world where he can obtain the
things he wants and avoid threatening events, then it scems likely that these two
paths to reward (performance versus personal worth) can be ordered in tetms of
preference for the individuals. It would be preferable for a person to believe that
desired goals come as a result of appropriate acts rather than of personal
characteristics, since he is more able to change and control his behavior than his in-
trinsic personal worth. (Letner & Simmons, 1966, p. 204)

If this is true, then, in order to discover whether innocent observers would
condemn victims, we needed to make it difficult for them to assign blame for
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something the victim did or failed to do. And to determine if this ‘‘rejection’’
arose out of the observer’s commitment to justice, we should find a way to vary
the extent of the victim’s undeserved suffering, while keeping everything else
the same. If the theoty is correct, the greater the undeserved suffered, the more
the derogation of the victim.

In addition, it would be important to allow some observers the opportuni-
ty to come to the victim’s aid. According to the theory, they would accept the
chance to help the victim, and, if successful, would have no need to condemn
the victim in order to restore their confidence in the justness of their world.
They would see the victim in relatively objective terms.

The Innocent Victim Situation

To examine some of these hypotheses, undergraduate women enrolled in
introductory psychology courses were enlisted to participate in a study of ‘‘cues
of emotional arousal,”’ fulfilling the course requirement that they participate
in some psychology experiments.

When they arrived, in groups of 4 to 10, they sat in a small auditorium,
facing a large curtain covering a one-way mirror. Carolyn Simmons, a very
“‘professional-looking’’ young woman dressed in a white lab coat, introduced
herself as the Research Associate who was conducting this experiment on cues of
emotional arousal. She explained to each group of subjects why it was impor-
tant to develop a set of ‘‘behavioral cues’’ which would reliably indicate how
“‘upset’’ or ‘‘disturbed’’ another person was. Since these cues would not de-
pend upon what the person said, they could be most helpful in the eatly detec-
tion of disturbing conditions in situations where people wanted to hide the ex-
tent of their distress, or when, as with young children, they did not have the
verbal skills to convey their feelings adequately to a teacher or parent. So, if
supervisors, parents, ot health personnel had this simple behavioral screening
device, they could, by observing people, determine whether psychological first
aid was necessary. In that way, many serious crises might be prevented. The
undergraduate women were participating in the initial stages of the develop-
ment of this “‘check list”’ of stable cues of emotional arousal.

Carolyn informed them that, at this stage in the research, a number of
people were being asked to watch someone whom they knew was undergoing a
known degree of stress. The observers would attempt to detect what behaviors
exhibited by that person led them to infer a given level of stress—something in
the movement of the body, arms, facial gestures, sudden rigidity in posture,
anything they felt was a cue. Of course, these would be their ‘‘hunches’’;
however, by pooling these impressions across obsetvers and situations, com-
monly used cues would be revealed, and then the more exacting tests of these
cues could be started.
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The subjects were then told that their experimenter was taking advantage
of the fact that another psychologist, D1. Stewart, was doing research in human
learning that was likely to produce stress in her subjects. She had students come
in for a study of human learning, and once they atrived they learned that it in-
volved receiving various kinds of ‘‘reinforcements’’ in a paired-associate learn-
ing task. In some conditions (positive reinforcement), they were given 25 cents
for each correct answer, and usually earned between two and eight dollars. In
another condition, they received no money, but rather strong electric shock
(negative reinforcement) for each incorrect answer. In the third condition, they
were merely given neutral verbal feedback about their performance. The osten-
sible purpose of that experiment was to study the effects of strong reinforce-
ment on human learning. This is a ‘‘plausible’’ experiment for psychologists;
although the use of electric shock was not typical, it was also not unknown to
these students at that time.

The paired-associate learning task was chosen by us because it was virtually
impossible for anyone to avoid making errors, and these introductory
psychology students knew that. They also knew that there were many studies of
human learning going on, and it was quite natural for a student to quite in-
nocently sign up for one of them as part of the normal routine of completing
one’s course requirements.

After these preliminary instructions, the curtains covering the one-way
mirror were opened to show the test room, where a memory drum was seen ona
table with two chairs drawn up to it. Dr. Stewart was observed ‘‘adjusting’’ the
shock equipment and electrode leading to the memory drum. A technician was
also adjusting the television camera. Carolyn then explained to the observers
that the curtain would be closed once more, and they would observe the learn-
ing experiment over the black and white TV monitor in front of them, because:

Previous observers had relied most heavily on changes in skin color of the subject as

an indication of her emotional state, and that in order to see what other possible cues
could be used the observers today would watch the task over a television monitor.

Of course, we really wanted the observers to watch a TV monitor because it was
important that all groups see an identical event, and so we had made a
videotape which the observers would believe was actually a direct transmission
of the events taking place in another room.

By this point in their instructions, almost everything had been done to
create the appropriate set for the observers. To add somewhat to the realism of
the situation, Carolyn announced that she believed that the student who had
signed up for Dr. Stewart’s experiment was in the room with the observers.
And, sure enough, one of the young ladies raised her hand. At about that
time, Carolyn looked at her watch, and commented that Dr. Stewart should
appear shortly; she did, asking if her ‘‘subject’’ was here. They then started out
the door at the back of the auditorium, and at that point Carolyn asked Dr.
Stewart what condition she would be ‘‘running’’ today. It was only at that
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point that the obsetvers, and presumably the ‘‘victim,”” knew what her fate
would be. Dr. Stewart said that she was doing the ‘‘negative reinforcement’’
condition. The ‘“‘victim’’ would receive strong electric shocks, rather than
money or simply neutral feedback.

The lights were dimmed and, all attention was focused on the TV screen,
where the subjects saw Dr. Stewart and the student who had been sitting in the
room with them; Dr. Stewart attached electrodes to the subject’s wrists, strap-
ped her into the chair, and began the experiment on human learning. The
videotape was actually totally staged. The ‘‘victim’’ was a department
secretary, who was instructed to do her best at learning the list of paired
nonsense syllables. She was not actually shocked, we used a loud rasping buzzer
to signal the administration of the shock, and she acted as if she were being
shocked through the electrodes attached to her wrists whenever she heard the
buzzer. It worked very well, and the first few takes were extremely credible.
Quite spontaneously, our confederate lurched and moaned at points. Initially
she seemed concerned, and while being strapped in she asked if the shocks
would hurt. The rather cool and detached Dr. Stewart informed her that they
would be strong but would cause no damage. Later in the tape the victim turn-
ed to Dr. Stewart, and wistfully asked, ‘‘Will they continue to be this strong?”’
and she was reassured by Dr. Stewart that she was doing just fine, and should
continue to do her best. The entire session lasted about eight minutes. Subse-
quent observation and research with the tape have confirmed the fact that it is
extremely moving and believable.

Hopefully we had created a situation where people were obsetvers of an
event going on in their world which involved the undeserved suffering of an in-
nocent victim. The victim’s suffering was understandable from the perspective
of what happens to students who sign up for the ‘‘wrong’’ experiment. But cer-
tainly the gains for the student were rather minimal, and not enough to com-
pensate for her pain. If she had known what was in store for her, she certainly
would not have signed up for that experiment. But, once there and subtly led
into the next phase of the experiment, she had been tricked successfully, and
she faced the ‘‘unknown’’ dangers of defying someone in authority in order to
get out of the situation. At that time, it was not considered illegal, and pro-
bably not even unethical, for a psychologist to inflict this kind of pain on an
undergraduate for the sake of science. Nevertheless, it was clearly an exploita-
tion of that person—she had been victimized.

The Experimental Conditions—
Creating Degrees of Injustice

All the people in this experiment saw the same videotape, and all but one
of the experimental conditions was created by the instructions given im-
mediately after the tape ended and the lights were turned on.
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In one condition (Reward), subjects were told that Dr. Stewart needed on-
ly the fitst session to be ‘‘negative reinforcement’’ for her experiment. The next
session with this same subject could be any of the three possible condi-
tions—positive reinforcement, neutral, or negative reinforcement—and she
would leave it up to the people in the ‘‘emotional cues’” study to decide.
Carolyn then announced that the observers could decide, with secret ballot,
what condition would help them confirm the impressions they were forming
about the cues they employed to detect the level of arousal. In this manner,
subjects were given the power to cast their vote so that the victim’s suffering
would end and she would be compensated by earning between two and eight
dollars in the next session. After Carolyn collected the anonymous ballots, she
riffled thorugh them, pretending to examine the votes. Regardless of the actual
vote, Carolyn announced that they would be observing the victim receive
positive reinforcements in the next session.

A slightly different experience was created for some other observers
(Reward Decision). They were given the same instructions as those subjects in
the Reward condition. The only difference was that, after the ballots had been
collected, the obsetvers were told nothing about the outcome of the vote or the
victim's fate in the next condition.

The observets in the other conditions were given no opportunity to affect
the victim'’s fate. Some of them (End Point) were led to believe that the obser-
vation part of the experiment was over, and the victim'’s suffering at an end.
Others (Past Event) were led to believe they had seen the videotape of a session
that had occurred in the past, and that the victim was fine now. To create a con-
dition of increased unjust suffering, some observers were told that after this
brief intermission they would watch the victim in her second session of
“‘negative reinforcement’’ (Midpoint).

Finally, those observers in the Martyr condition were confronted with the
most complex and probably most interesting set of experiences. In the course of
designing this experiment, we tried to think of the citcumstances most likely to
make people admire a victim. The answer that came to mind readily was, when
the victim has chosen her fate, inspired by altruistic socially responsible
motives—in other words, chosen to be a ‘‘martyr.”’

In our society, we admire and respect our martyrs. On the other hand, if
we take the Just World Theory seriously, then the suffering of a good, nobly
motivated victim should be considerably more threatening to one’s belief in 2
“‘just world’’ than that of the comparatively neutral innocent victim. If we were
able to create the appropriate experience for the obsetvers, they should be
highly motivated to find evidence that the victim is actually a truly undesirable
person. If the theory is right, and the experimental situation does its job in
creating the appropriate compelling experience for the observers, the martyr
victim should elicit the most derogation.

The procedure employed to create the Martyr condition for the observers
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was based on a little vignette among the two experimenters and the ‘‘victim’’
at the back of the room. It occurred at the point in all the conditions when
Carolyn asked Dr. Stewart which of the three conditions she was running that
day, and Dr. Stewart responded with ‘‘negative reinforcement.’’ In the Martyr
variation, the observers then heard a brief dialogue between Dr. Stewart and
the victim in the doorway just behind them. It began with the victim asking
Dr. Stewart, ‘‘Does that mean that I will be getting electric shocks?"’

Dr. Stewart responded affirmatively. The victim then stated that she was
frightened of shocks, to which Dr. Stewart replied that she understood, but,
after all, she (the victim) had signed up for the experiment on human learning,
““But of course, it is up to you.”’ The victim restated her anxiety about the
shocks, and then Dr. Stewart pointed out that the decision was up to her, but,
after all, she had signed up for that experiment, and she was depending upon
her participation, as were the observers who would not be able to receive ex-
perimental credit for their experimental participation if she did not go through
with it. “‘But of course, it is up to you.”’ The victim then stated something to
the effect that, since everyone was depending upon her, and ‘‘if it is necessary
for them to get credit,”” then she would go through with it. The observers then
saw the same videotape as all the other subjects. This situation was similar to
that in the Endpoint condition, in that the victim’s suffering was supposed to
be over when the session on her videotape ended.

That essentially was how the six experimental conditions were created in
this experiment—Reward, Reward Decision, Past Event, Midpoint, Endpoint,
and Martyr. When the videotape was over, the observers had been through a
very moving experience; they had witnessed someone receive rather strong elec-
tric shocks, and they thought and felt it to be very real. It was not at all unusual
to see them reacting visibly to the rasping sound of the buzzer and the jerking
of the victim’s arms and body when she supposedly received her first ‘‘strong
electric shocks.”’

The Measures—What Do You Think of the Victim

Immediately after they were given the instructions designed to create the
appropriate experimental condition, the subjects were given a set of in-
struments to complete. The first one was designed to enhance the credibility of
the entire situation. It was a brief check list of cues which others supposedly had
found useful in detecting emotional arousal. The subjects were to check those
they used, and then add others of their own not on the list if they so wished.

The most important task was to find a way of measuring the subjects’ im-
ptession of the victim—in particular, their evaluation of her personal at-
tributes. This had to be done in a way which fit the expetimental context and
would not arouse the observers’ suspicions. Two measures were included for
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this purpose; they were introduced with a brief comment to the effect that
there was reason to believe that people with different kinds of personalities
would exhibit different kinds of cues under stress, and so the ‘‘victim's’’ social
personality was being assessed. Social personality was defined as the impression
she gave other people of her personality—not what it might be in some more
private or basic sense, but the kind of impression she created of herself. The
subjects then had a plausible reason for relying on their ‘‘hunches and impres-
sions’’ of the victim's personality in completing the two instruments. One was
composed of a set of 15 bipolar descriptive adjectives which were all highly
evaluative in connotation (e.g., intelligent-unintelligent, friendly-unfriendly,
mature-immature, kind—cruel). Each pair of adjectives was separated by nine
dashes, and subjects were to check the dash which indicated the degree to
which the victim created the impression of possessing the attributes. The
evaluation of the victim on this measure was computed by assigning a score of 1
to 9, based on the proximity of the check mark to the negative adjective. To
further refine the measure, subjects completed the same set of scales for
themselves, and their own attractiveness score was subtracted from the victim'’s.
The mote positive this index, the more attractive they saw the victim. The more
negative, the less attractive she was in comparison with their view of
themselves.

The second measure of attractiveness, ‘‘Social Stimulus Value,’’ was based
on five questions concerning the observers’ hunches about how people in
general would react to the victim after a brief acquaintance. They referted to
the extent to which people would be interested in getting to know her better,
admire her, like her, and the extent to which she would fit in with the
observers’ friends. Finally, observers estimated the extent to which she would
have to struggle for what she wanted out of life. Each of these quesitons was
scored from 1 to 6, with a higher number indicating a more positive impres-
sion, and then added together to yield a total ‘‘attractiveness’’ score.

In addition to these instruments, we constructed our own measure of the
observers’ perceived similarity to the victim. This was intended to be relatively
free of the ‘‘evaluative’” component, and so a forced-choice procedure was us-
ed, involving twenty items that provided the subjects with two alternatives
roughly equal in social desirability. The subjects were to check which of the two
were applicable to the impression created by the victim. For example, ‘‘good
sense of humor,”’ or ‘‘good sense of fairness.”’ Another was ‘‘tends to be in-
secure,”’ or ‘‘tends to be selfish.”” The subjects’ choices for the victim were
compared with those they assigned to themselves. The degree of similarity
could vary from totally different (0), to entirely similar (20).

At the end, the subjects were asked to respond freely to two general ques-
tions about their reaction to the experiment. ‘“Were the instructions given
clearly?”’ and ‘“What, in your words, was the experiment about?’’ Then they
were given an opportunity to express any other reactions.
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The Findings—How Did the Degree of
Injustice Affect the Observers’ Reactions?

The main findings of this experiment can be seen in the data of Table 3.

Data not found in the table are the observers’ votes in the two conditions
where they were given the opportunity to select the one of three possible condi-
tions—positive reinforcement, negative reinforcement, or neutral, for the vic-
tim’s next session that would enable them to *‘clarify their initial impressions
and hunches.”’ Apparently 23 of the 25 subjects given this opportunity felt that
it would be best for them if they were to see the victim in positive reinforce-
ment, where she would be free from any further shocks and would be paid be-
tween two and eight dollars, depending upon her performance. The other two
observers elected the Neutral condition for the victim, where she would not be
shocked, but metely informed of whether her answer was correct or not.

Referring now to Table 3, subjects’ ratings of the victim in the Reward
condition were, on the average, at a neutral point. The victim was rated just
slightly less attractive than themselves. If we look at Endpoint and Past Event
conditions, we find that the victim appears to be somewhat less attractive than
in the Reward condition. Although the differences do not yield an acceptable
level of significance, given the variability in the responses, they are certainly in
the expected direction. The observers who believed the victim would continue
to suffer (Midpoint condition) described the victim as even less attractive. This
time the evaluations were reliably lower than in the Reward condition, and on
one measure (Social Stimulus Value) significantly lower than in the Endpoint
condition. And that makes sense—the more undeserved the victim’s suffering,
the more negative her evaluation by the observers. The Martyr victim elicited
the lowest evaluations. Even though the duration of her suffering, her martyr-
dom, was no longer than in the Endpoint condition, she was seen as having
dramatically more negative attributes.

Generally, then, the results were very much in line with our theoretical
hunches. When the observers had the opportunity, they elected to rescue and

Table 3
Ratings of the Victim®

Reward
Past event Reward decision Midpoint Endpoint Martyr
(N = 10) (N = 14) (N = 11) (N = 14) (N = 14) (N = 9)

Attractiveness? (bipolar scales) —11.10 -5.07 -25.18 -25.78 —12.85 —34.00
Social stimulus value 18.70 19.21 15.27 14.71 17.00 14.11
Similarity® 11.60 9.42 9.36 9.36 9.82 8.78

“From Lerner & Simmons (1966).
e more positive (less negative) the rating, the more attractive the victim.
“The higher the rating, the greater the perceived similarity.
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compensate the victim. And, when successful, they saw the victim in a rather
neutral, objective light. When the observers were unable to intervene on behalf
of the victim, they showed signs of reevaluating her personal worth. The more
unjust her fate in terms of duration of suffering or the motives which made her
vulnerable to suffering (Martyr), the greater the tendency to find negative at-
tributes in her personality to denigrate her.

There was even more to the findings than this, however. The two condi-
tions where the observers were given the opportunity to intervene on the vic-
tim’s behalf were included in order to find out if it were possible to distinguish
between a ‘‘cognitive dissonance’’ prediction and one based on the assumption
that people will attempt to maintain their ‘‘belief in a just world.”” As we
designed the Reward Condition, we realized that, if the subjects did as we ex-
pected and elected to help the victim, and then showed no relatively negative
evaluations of her, their actions would fit a dissonance theory explanation.
After all, if I have chosen to help someone in need, it follows that I should
believe that that person is someone who is worthy of being helped. And so I
certainly would not want to create ‘‘dissonance’’ for myself by derogating her.

Presumably the observers’ *‘belief in a just world”” would be affected, not
by their decision and attempt to help the victim, but mainly by the victim's
fate. So, according to that theory, even though the observers attempted to help
the victim, they would be likely to derogate her unless and until they had
evidence that the victim was in fact rescued.

The crucial variable for a ‘‘dissonance’’ prediction of the observers’ cogni-
tions of the victim’s worth is the observers’ cognitions of their decisions to act
on the victim’s behalf. The important event in determining the observers’
evaluation of the victim, according to the Just World Theory, is the observers’
cognition of the victim’s fate.

In a rather ambitious attempt to discriminate between these two positions,
some of the observers were given the chance to help the victim with no
assurance that their act had been successful—the Reward Decision condition.
Other observers (Reward condition) were told quite explicitly, after an ex-
amination of the ballots and before they filled out their evaluations of her, that
the victim would be in the positive reinforcement condition. Subjects’ reactions
in these two conditions were remarkably different. Their ratings of the victim in
the Reward Decision condition were clearly lower than in the successful Reward
condition, and virtually no different from those in the Midpoint condition
where the subjects were not able to intervene.

Does this finding speak directly to the issue of ‘‘dissonance’’ theoty vetsus
the ‘‘Belief in a Just World?'’ Not really. It would have been consonant with a
dissonance-theory prediction if the evaluations of the victim in the Reward
Decision condition had been no less positive than those in the Reward condi-
tion. That is, the important cognition in their evaluations would have been the
perception of their own willingness to help (Jecker & Landy, 1969). On the
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other hand, the fact that the data do not bear this hypothesis out is not acutely
embarrassing for dissonance theory. One can assume, with some theoretical in-
tegrity, that the observers could have resolved any dissonance generated by the
circumstances in the Reward Decision condition by persuading themselves that,
“Yes, I tried to help that person, but that is because I am a decent, civilized
person, who is willing to try to help anyone who is suffering, even the least
deserving ‘schnook.’ ”’

The fact that it is possible to generate these two discrepant ‘‘dissonance
theory’’ predictions of the observers’ reactions in this situation does not
necessarily indicate a weakness in that theory. If anything, it suggests that the
conditions apptoptiate to test the theory were not created. On the other hand,
the initial prediction of no difference between the two conditions in which the
observers decided to help the victim, regardless of the apparent success of their
efforts, is a more natural, more ‘‘mainline’’ prediction from dissonance theory,
as we will see later in the discussion of another similar experiment (Mills & Egger,
1972). The finding, then, that subjects in the two conditions differed radically in
their reactions to the victim, seemingly as a function of her fate, regardless of
their acts, is a little more awkward for a dissonance explanation than if no dif-
ferences had been found. Not a critical finding, by any means, just slightly disso-
nant with the most obvious ‘‘dissonance’’ prediciton.

If one can have confidence in inferences based on the lack of significant dif-
ferences on a measure which has no established empirical validity, then it may be
interesting that the observers’ perception of their similarity with the victim re-
mained uniform across all conditions. The observers attributed similar
characteristics to the victim on about half of the twenty items they were given,
regardless of the victim’s fate. Unfortunately, it is probably best not to attempt
to interpret the scotes on this instrument until we have additional evidence as to
what it actually measures.

Analyses of the subjects’ responses to the open-ended questions concerning
their perceptions of the experiment yielded one of the most encouraging fin-
dings. One of the questions asked directly for comments and constructive
criticism. As it turned out, most of the subjects (65 out of 72) provided com-
ments that were readily coded as either positive ot negative, and the majority of
these (40) were clearly positive. Since numbers were too small to do a within-
conditions comparison, subjects were simply placed in one of two categories in
terms of their reaction to the experiment—positive or negative—and their
evaluations of the victim were compared. The results were quite intriguing.
Those who condemned the experiment rated the victim, on the average, as
—~5.16 on the bipolar adjectives, an essentually ‘‘neutral’’ rating on that
measure. On the other hand, the ratings of those who evaluated the experiment
positively were extremely negative, — 24.35, and reliably lower than those of the
experiment condemners (# = 3.73, df = 63, p < .001).

This finding fits so well with our theoretical speculations that it is extremely
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tempting to accept that interpretation. Confronted with an instance of undeserv-
ed suffering, the observers had two alternatives. They could accept the situation
at face value as unjust, and react with indignation, fear, and compassion for the
victim. A minority of the observers—20 out of the codable 65—seemed to take
that course. On the other hand, the majority seemed to elect the alternative of
reestablishing justice in their world by deciding that the victim was a relatively
“‘inferior’’ person who happened to be suffering for a good cause—a valuable,
interesting experiment. The latter is certainly the more comfortable reaction; it
eliminates the fear of living in a world where an injustice can, and, in fact, zs hap-
pening. The comfort of this solution to the conflict between condemning the
authority figure who is inflicting suffering, or the innocent victim who is endur-
ing it, can be very expensive and self-defeating in the long run, as many of the
citizens in Nazi Germany discovered.

What Did We Learn?

When fitted all together, the data create a compelling picture. Normal peo-
ple will teject, or at least devalue, an innocent victim, if they are not able to in-
tervene effectively to cotrect the injustice. In the circumstances we created, our
normal subjects preferred to act on behalf of the victim; it was only when this
alternative was not available that they condemned her. In addition, the victim
was evaluated more negatively as the extent of undeserved suffering increased.
To be sure, there wete some people, a distinct minority, who continued to view
the victim in a rather objective light, and chose to condemn Dr. Stewart’s experi-
ment as an instrument of injustice.

The key to the observers’ evaluation of the victim was clearly the victim’s
fate; it was not simply their being confronted with her suffering for a given
petiod of time. The same ‘‘suffeting’’ could elicit their help or their condemna-
tion. The “‘injustice’” attached to the suffering seems to be the defining event,
since the scene of greatest injustice, created in the Martyr condition, elicited the
greatest condemnation from the observers, although the victim’s actual suffering
was no different from that in the other conditions. The observers’ reactions to the
suffering victim did not seem to be an attempt to reduce cognitive dissonance;
the justness of the fate of the victim seemed to be the important event, regardless
of the obsetvers’ power to intetvene. And there is some reason to believe that the
observers’ final image of the victim was not designed simply to find her a ‘‘dif-
ferent’’ kind of person, but much more specifically directed by the attempt to
portray her in a negative light. It is doubtful also that the observers’ condemna-
tions of the victim derived from generalizing their empathically induced discom
fort. Their reactions seemed to be much more selective; they tended to feel
negatively about either the experiment they witnessed or the victim, and did not
react to all the cues available in the environment.
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We should remind ourselves at this point that these inferences and conclu-
sions are generated ent “ely by analyses of check marks made on pieces of paper.
These dependent measures were completed after the experiences we created for
our subjects, and that observation moves us in two almost opposite directions.

The first can be characterized by an impatience with the reliance on these
methodological devices. Those check marks are a barely visible, sterile represen-
tation of obviously powerful human events involving the interlockig of impor-
tant cognitive and affectively tinged motivational processes. Witnessing that vic-
tim suffer under those compelling conditions is a very moving experience for the
subjects. Their involvement in what is happening to that girl is almost palpable,
and it is certainly observable. Typically, at the first shocks almost everyone jetks
empathically with the victim’s movements and the sound of the rasping buzzer.
Some titter or giggle a bit at what is happening. By the second and third shocks
the nervous laughter usually ends, and the subjects stare intently at the screen.
Some do look away for a moment, some shake their heads, and a few continue to
show visible signs of empathic involvement with each event.

What the experimenter cannot observe directly is reported by the subjects as
she chats with them at the end of the session. Most of them will describe how they
literally felt the first shock with the victim, and how furious they were with Dr.
Stewart. Most of them decide that the victim is a fool or a weakling for sitting
there and allowing herself to be shocked. They assert most emphatically: *‘I
would never sit there and let anyone do that to me!”’

As a way of exploring this reaction, they are then asked to think back to the
earlier part of the session, and to recall how they felt. Their answers are some
variant of expressions of indignation, fury, outrage, at the injustice they were
witnessing. ‘‘I was really mad.”” “‘I felt like getting up and walking out.”” “‘I
thought it was disgusting.’” **She (Dr. Stewart) was certainly ‘breaking a law.
At other times, during other demonstrations of the expetiment, some observers
directed their anger toward the experimenter who had them watch the scene. ‘1
was really pissed off at you.”” A number of medical students stated how it was
nothing short of a miracle that they didn’t *‘slug’’ their male experimenter, who
was a rather short, physically unimposing man. The chairman of an inter-
disciplinary department designed to train personal and community change
agents, who witnessed the videotape as part of a colloquium, felt that it was ex-
tremely arrogant and cruel to inflict people with the experience of watching so-
meone else receive electric shocks, even in that most protected context.

The facts of the matter are truly remarkable in the face of these certainly ge-
nuine, strong affirmations of the anger felt during the initial phase of watching.
None of the people from all walks of life, who have watched and felt the victim
suffer, demonstrated their disapproval in any overt way. Not one of literally a
thousand or so students in medicine, dentistry, nursing, psychology, arts and
sciences, people with experience in one of the helping professions—medicine,
psychology, social wotk—complained. Actually, one person, a faculty member

X



52 CHAPTER 3

in the same department as the chairman mentioned earlier, got up and left in the
middle of the tape. But that was it! No slugging, no threats, no complaints; she
merely got up and left the room.

They all sat there and swallowed their sense of outrage, their empathically
felt pain, their anger at the injustice of it all, without so much as a mild protest or
query, and yet the commonly expressed reason for condemning the victim is that
she did not protest or act to end her pain! Could it be that there are many reasons
for wanting to condemn the victim, and some people simply discover thatshe isa
rather unappealing person? Others look for and find a reason for their condem-
nation which is plausible, and might add a bit to their comfort. ‘‘She was a fool
to sit there and take that. I certainly wouldn’t have. I would have ripped off those
electrodes.”” A very brave reaction from people who sat in silence as they *‘suf-
fered’’ from watching someone else suffer.

Two other ‘‘distortions’’ are commonly found in an audience of observers.
One is a denial of the event. ‘I think she was just overreacting with all that jerk-
ing and moaning. The shocks were very mild.’’ The other is simply an interesting
alteration of the details of how the victim happened to find herself in that situa-
tion. ‘‘She knew what she was getting into when she signed up for the shocks. I
really thought she shouldn’t have made so much out of it.”” The facts are: (1) At
two critical points in the experimental situation, the shocks are described as
strong electric shocks—*‘They are strong, they will be painful, but cause no per-
manent damage.’’ Both Dr. Stewart on the videotape and the experimenter em-
phasize the strength of the shocks. (2) The observers are told in some detail that
the victim is purposely not forewarned that the experiment involves electric
shocks when she is asked to participate, since ‘‘they probably wouldn’t sign up if
they were told ahead of time.’’ Both of the observer reactions appear, then, to be
an attempt to find a set of cognitions that will eliminate the injustice. Condemn
the victim in one case, minimizing the degtee of pain and injustice caused by the
shocks, and in the other decide that the victim brought her suffering on herself,
so that she is to blame and there is no serious injustice 1avolved.

This entire sequence, beginning with watching the victim, the subsequent
ratings of her attributes, and the ensuing verbal descriptions of what they saw,
felt, and thought has been so predictable that it was successfully used for years to
introduce students to social psychology. The students invariably found it a mov-
ing experience, and reactions were so dependable that a set of lectures could be
planned to follow from the discussion of their observations and reactions. Un-
doubtedly, the most compelling ‘‘data’’ and confirmation of the theoretical pro-
cesses occurred in those scores of classrooms as the students who had experienced
the Midpoint condition described what they felt and saw, and how their reactions
changed over the eight minutes they watched the victim suffer.

There was one time whete everything ‘‘went wrong.’’ One of the early occa-
sions when this situation was used for teaching was a lecture to a freshman class of
medical students. Approximately 75 of them were in the tiered auditorium wat-
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ching the victim receive her shocks over two large TV monitors. When the victim
received her first shock, there was, as usual, some laughter. The experimenter
said and did nothing at that point. With the second shock the laughter got much
louder, accompanied by some stomping of feet. With each succeeding shock the
laughter became increasingly loud, so that by the end of the tape the entire
group of 75 students roared with hysterical laughter and thundering foot-
stomping with each shock. In spite of the fact that this was taking place in a new
medical sciences building designed to have soundproof lecture halls, the class
tmmediately below was disrupted to the point that it had to discontinue. We
learned that the hysterical reaction can be short-circuited or prevented rather
easily, for example, by an indirect comment from the experimenter to ‘‘please
concentrate on the monitor,”” which implies that this is serious business. All the
same, it was interesting to find that our *‘victim’’ situation could elicit *‘collec-
tive behavior’’—mass hysteria, literally. The obvious inference is that these
medical students had found another way of reducing the tension and minimiz-
ing the threat created by watching the victim suffer.

By contrast with these classroom sessions, the information obtained from
statistical analyses of check marks on scales assumes the character of a sterile ritual
designed to objectify very moving human experiences. It is time, however, to
take a questioning, if not critical posture, and begin asking the required ques-
tions of what we can legitimately infer with some degree of confidence. Where
are the gaps and problems which require more data? What kind of additional in-
formation is needed to evaluate the plausibility of the Just World theoretical in-
ferences in comparison with alternative explanations for the reaction patterns ex-
hibited by subjects in various conditions? So let us take a more careful look at the
check marks, the situation, and the observers of the Innocent Victim.



CHAPTER 4

The Third Experiment
The Martyred and Innocent Victims

The Importance of Their Fate, Their Role in Creating That Outcome,
and the Consequences for the Observers

The Just World Theory implies that, in effect, people work backwards in their
reactions to victims. They assess what is happening, and then calculate what it
would take for someone to deserve that fate. If these preconditions are not met,
then the observer is confronted with an ‘‘injustice.’’ Response to the injustice
can vary as has been described eatlier, but typically it begins with a degree of
negative affect, ‘‘upset,’” that is roughly proportional to the magnitude of the
injustice. This distress is followed by efforts to reduce it, by restoring justice, or
““leaving the field.”” An important derivation from these ideas is that, if ob-
servers are virtually prevented from leaving the field psychologically and phy-
sically, and they are unable to reestablish justice by acting on the victim’s
behalf, they will be motivated to find ot create additional evidence that the vic-
tim actually deserved his fate. And if they cannot locate their victim'’s culpabil-
ity in some act or lack of action, they may have to resort to finding his character
personally deficient, labelling him a relatively undesirable person who is likely
to cause other people harm. We can arrive, then, at the prediction that inno-
cent and “‘helpless’’ observers who are confronted with prima facie evidence of
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someone’s undeserved suffering will be increasingly likely to reject that victim
as a function of the degree of injustice associated with the victim'’s fate.

Although the findings of the previous experiment seem to support these
conjectures, no single set of data can be sufficient to counter the view we all
hold of ourselves, that we feel compassion for innocent victims and admiration
for altruistically motivated martyrs, and only blame victims who have done
something reprehensible, who are truly blameworthy. And certainly our reac-
tion to victims is not determined by their fate, but by an objective appraisal of
the merit of their intentions and the quality of their acts; good intentions and
noble deeds elicit praise regardless of the ultimate outcome. Obviously, we
need to generate further and more careful tests of these alternative views of the
way we react to victims. It would be particularly valuable to focus on the singu-
lar role of the victim’s fate in determining the way innocent observers view the
victim.

In our next effort, ‘‘innocent observers’’ were again confronted with an
“‘innocent victim’’ or an altruistically motivated one—a ‘‘Martyr.”” And again
the general strategy was to use a videotape of the event, so that all the observers
would see essentially the same ‘‘victim,”’ the same pegson acting in the same
way, except where the experimental variables wete introduced.

The Importance of Witnessing the Suffering

One potentially troublesome aspect of the situation employed in the
Lerner and Simmons experiment is that all the observers saw and literally felt
the victim's suffering. Is it possible, then, that the condemnation of the victim
was a form of retaliation against the person who was the ‘‘cause’’ of their suf-
fering? The victim’s suffering via their empathy led to their suffering, and
therefore they came to dislike, be angty with, the cause of this grief. This is not
a very rational process, but certainly it is no less so than the condemning of an
innocent victim as a way of restoring one’s confidence in the justness of the
world.

One way of reducing the plausibility of this ‘‘Frustration Aggression’’ ex-
planation is to present the situation in a sufficiently vivid way so that the ob-
servers are emotionally involved without compelling them to actually witness
the victim's suffering. The obsetvers will be informed of what will take place—
they will be aware of an injustice—but will not have the opportunity to experi-
ence the victim'’s suffering vicariously.

So, in this second experiment, we altered the procedure so that all ob-
servers would view the victim engaged in a relatively neutral initial task. At the
end of the task, they would learn of the victim’s fate in the next situation. She
would suffer-—or not. Although in this situation the observers would not ac-
tually see the victim suffer, and there would be a different young woman acting
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the role, we expected the outcome again, as in the previous study, to be a
critical event in determining the observers’ evaluation of the victim.

The Effects of the Victim's Reaction versus Her Fate

Probably the most startling single finding in that earlier experiment was
the severe condemnation of the ‘‘Martyr’” who agreed to go through with the
experiment, even though she was frightened, because ‘‘it was necessary for all
of them to get credit.”’ In this study, the Martyr sequence was added on to the
videotape after the victim learned of her fate in the next situation. Subsequent-
ly, some of the observers would be informed that thete actually had been an er-
ror and the victim would not suffer at all. It was expected that the Mareyr victim
would elicit the strongest condemnation, but only if the observers expected
that the victim would actually suffer. Her willingness to be of help should lead,
if anything, to admiration and liking when it turned out that she would not
have to be shocked after all.

The Relationship between the Victim and the Observers

An unexpected finding in another study (Lerner & Matthews, 1967) led to
the inclusion of a third hypothesis. The particular characteristic of that situa-
tion was that either the observer or the victim would have to undergo strong
electric shocks. By the chance picking of one of two possible slips of paper out
of a bowl, it was determined that the victim would receive the shock, and the
observer would be in a relatively desirable condition. It was found that ob-
servers who believed they could just as easily have been the victim did not reject
the victim, but actually enhanced her attributes. The explanation offered for
this finding was that the situation elicited a kind of identification with the vic-
tim based on the perception of a possible common fate, as well as an element of
gratitude—*‘There but for the grace of God go I.”’ Since this condition was the
only one of a number of conditions studied which elicited an enhancement of
the victim, it was important to learn if it was a stable finding, not unique to
that particular experimental context. Although there are no compelling theore-
tical explanations for this serendipitous finding, it was expected that it would
generalize to different situations.

The strategy employed in this study was to have the subjects observe a
“model”’ in a neutral learning situation which was to be followed by a second .
learning task. After observing the model in the first task, the subjects made
ratings of the model. The experimental conditions were created in the follow-
ing ways: (a) Observers were informed that the second task would involve (1)
strong electric shocks (negative reinforcement), or (2) no shock for the model;
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(b) Immediately after the first task but prior to the ratings, observers in the
Martyr condition saw the model engage in an interaction designed to elicit the
impression that she would undergo suffering for the sake of the observers; (c)
The subjects were led to believe (1) they could just as well have been the
“model,”’ or (2) it was clear that the observers’ fate was unrelated to the
model’s misfortune.

The major hypotheses were:

1. When the observers (subjects) believe they will see the model undergo
electric shocks, they will desctibe her as less attractive than when they do
not expect her to be shocked.

2. When the observers believe the model will be shocked, the Martyr con-
dition should elicit greater rejection than the Nonmartyr.

3. When the observers believe the model will not be shocked, the model
in the Martyr condition should be desctibed as equally, if not more, attrac-
tive than in the Nonmartyr condition.

4. When the observers believe the model will be shocked, but also believe
that the model is to be shocked instead of them, the model will be de-
scribed as more attractive than when this perception of possible common
fate is not present.

The Procedure

The subjects were 57 female students who volunteered to participate in
this experiment as part of the requirements for a coutse in introductory psy-
chology. They were exposed to the experimental situation in small groups of
four to eight, preassigned on a nonsystematic basis to one of the various condi-
tions. No subjects doubted the experimental ruse.

The experimental situation and procedure were very similar to the one em-
ployed in the initial innocent victim study (Letner & Simmons, 1966). The
videotape they saw was of course somewhat different.

Martyr and Nonmartyr. The videotape employed in this experiment con-
tained an initial sequence in which the model entered the room, received her
instructions, and performed rather well in a digit-span task. At the end of this
sequence, Dr. Stewart informed the modet that she was running negative rein-
forcement conditions that day for the second task. Upon teceiving this informa-
tion, the victim explained that she was terrified of being shocked, and ex-
hibited great resistence to going on with the rest of the experiment. Dr. Stewart
then urged her to continue for the sake of the observers, who would not be able
to obtain lab credits for participation in an experiment if she refused to do her
part so they could obsetve her. After a few moments of persuasion, based on
the elicitation of altruistic motives, the victim agreed to go on *‘if it is necessary
for all of them (the observers) to get credit.”” This scene, except for the use of a
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different confederate as the model, was virtually identical with the one em-
ployed by Lerner and Simmons. The observers in the Martyr condition saw the
entire tape, whereas those in the Nonmartyr condition saw only the first se-
quence, ending with the completion of the digit-span task, before making their
ratings.

Fate of the Model. The subjects in this experiment were run under one of
two conditions of anticipated outcome for the model: a condition in which they
were led to believe that the model would receive electric shock (Shock), and a
condition in which they were not told that the subject would receive shock
(Nonshock). The Shock outcome under the Martyr condition was created mere-
ly by allowing the observers to view the entire videotape. The Shock outcome
under the Nonmartyr condition was established by the experimenter’s inform-
ing the observers after the initial task that the model would be run under nega-
tive reinforcement conditions in the second task.

The observers in the Nonshock condition were led to expect, initally, that
they would observe the model in two *‘control’’ situations. After seeing the
model in the first session, they were informed by Dr. Stewart that the model
would be run under negative reinforcement in the second task. The experi-
menter picked up the head phones, and had a brief conversation with Dr.
Stewart, in which Dr. Stewart was reminded of the original assignment. Dr.
Stewart then agreed that she had made an error. The model would, in fact, be
run under a control condition in the second task. The observers then made their
ratings.

Independent versus Dependent Fates. To test Hypothesis 4, it was neces-
saty to provide conditions comparable to the Martyr-Shock and Nonmartyr-
Shock conditions described above, except that the observers would have to be-
lieve they might have been shocked instead of the model. In the Martyr-Shock
and Nonmartyr-Shock conditions described, the observers had signed up to
patticipate in a study of emotional cues, and the model had volunteered for a
study in human learning. Clearly, from the beginning the observers and the
model were on different paths (Fates Independent). To create the impression
that the subjects’ and Model’s fates were interdependent (Fates Dependent),
subjects, upon entering the observation room, were asked to pick a slip of paper
out of 2 bowl. Once seated, they were told that it was necessary for one of them
to be the ‘‘subject in a learning task,”” in order for the others to observe her
under various conditions of arousal. They also learned that one of the slips that
had been in the bowl had *‘learning task’’ typed on it. The person who had
picked that slip would serve as the subject in Dr. Stewart’s experiment on
human learning. The subjects were then requested to examine the slip they se-
lected from the bowl, to see which of them had the one with “‘learning task’’
typed on it. It was arranged so that the experimenter’s confederate, the
“‘model,”’ always turned up with the appropriate slip. The subjects then went
through the same procedure as those in the Fates Independent conditions.
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Following exposure to the videotape and the experimental instructions,
the subjects filled out essentially the same scales as in the initial study.

The Findings

By and large, the data in Table 4 confirm the hypotheses. As predicted in
Hypothesis 1, the observers described the model as less attractive when they
were led to believe she would be shocked than when they were not told she
would be shocked (Nonshock X = 96.14, Shock X = 82.00, # = 3.08, p <
.005). The Martyr model did elicit more rejection than the Nonmartyr when
the observers expected the model to be shocked (Hypothesis 2) (Martyr—Shock
X = 75.22, Nonmartyr-Shock X = 89.63, # = 2.14, p < .05). However,
under Nonshock conditions in the Martyr model is described as being as attrac-
tive as the Nonmartyr (Hypothesis 3) (Martyr-Nonshock X = 96.70, Non-
martyr—Nonshock X = 95.64).

To test Hypothesis 4, the subjects’ ratings of the model who was to be
shocked were compated under two conditions. In one condition, observers be-
lieved the model had been scheduled for a different experiment than they, and
therefore their fates and the model’s were and had been independent. The mean

rating of the model’s attractiveness in this condition (Shock-Independent) was
82.00. Under a second condition, observers were led to believe that if they, in-
stead of the model, had picked a certain slip out of the bowl, they would have
been the one shocked instead of the model. The model’s mean rating under
this condition (Shock-Dependent) was 98.00. A comparison of the ratings
under these two conditions yields a # of 3.46, p < .001, confirming Hypothesis
4.

The most important findings of this study focus on the Martyr sequence,
which had been used in two experiments to create the impression of someone
agreeing to suffer from altruistic motives. It is clear that, in two separate studies
(Lerner and Simmeons and the present one), this Martyr sequence led to in-

_ Table 4
‘X Ratings of the Model’s Attractiveness
(Bipolar Adjectives)*
Nonshock Shock Shock
Kind of model (independent)  (independent) (dependent)
Martyr 96.70 75.22 92.33
(N: 10) (N: 9) (N: 9)
Nonmartyr 95.64 89.63 103.10
(N=11) (N=8) (N=10)

“From Letner & Simmons (1966).
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creased rejection of a model if the observers believed that the model had suf-
fered or would suffer in the future. The findings of the present study indicate
that this rejection is not the result of something inherently distasteful or pathetic
in the Martyr sequence. When the observers believe the martyr will not suffer,
they describe her as being as attractive as the model without the Martyr sequence.
This evidence should make it quite clear that the Martyr sequence does not, in
itself, lead to rejection; however, if obsetvers believe a martyr will actually suffer,
they will be compelled to reject her even more than if her suffering were not so
nobly based.

It is intriguing to note that in this experiment, as in a previous one (Lerner
& Matthews, 1967), the observers did not appear to condemn the victim when
she “‘blindly’’ drew a slip out of a bowl which sealed her fate. There are at least
two plausible reasons for this reaction. One is that an observer who believes that
he could just as easily have been the one to suffer, as the victim feels a sense of
“‘identification’’ with the victim. It is possible that the sympathy and compas-
sion exhibited by some members of one minority group for the suffering of
others reflects this same kind of identification with the ‘‘underdog.”’

An alternative explanation is that the observers were not identified with
the victim in the sense of feelings of compassion, but rather they felt relieved,
with little if any threat to their sense of justice. At the outset, the observers and
the victim were in a situation of equal risk, equal jeopardy, and it was the vic-
tim who had the ‘‘bad luck’’ to pick the “‘wrong’’ slip. This situation appears
to meet our norms and expectations about the ‘‘fair’’ and just way to handle
this kind of problem. Someone had to be the victim, and it could have been
any one of us. In effect, there was no ‘‘injustice,”’ and no innocent or martyred
petson; there was one of us who had to suffer a little because of the “‘breaks.”’
Conceivably, then, when people in our culture believe that there is a situation
of direct or indirect competition for a scarce resource, and if everyone has an
equal claim to the desited outcome, then there are fair ways to decide who is to
““lose’” and who is to “‘win.”’ And the winners need not feel guilty, or see the
losers as ‘‘victims.”’ Of coutse, one of these ways is to leave it to ‘‘chance,’” or
the variant we know of each person drawing straws or picking a number.

Unfortunately, there were no additional data available in this experiment
which would help us shed light on whether either of these processes were in-
volved in the ‘“‘neutral’’ reaction to the victim’s fate when the observers be-
lieved she drew the slip which decided that she would be shocked rather than
earn money. Later efforts will tell us considerably more about the determinants
and consequences of ‘‘identifying’’ with victims, and also about the social psy-
chology of ‘‘parallel competition,”” and the norm of “‘justified self-interest.”’
For the time being, the finding remains as an intriguing description of the cit-
cumstance in which victims are not rejected.



CHAPTER 5

Three Experiments That Assess
the Effects of Sex and
Educational Background
of Observers, Experimenter and
Observer Influence on
One Another, and the Reactions
of ‘Informed’ and Nonimplicated
Observers

Although the findings of the initial experiments were nicely compatible with
the theoretical hypotheses, other plausible explanations could be entertained.

Observers’ attempt to reduce ‘‘guilt.’’ Most people have internalized the
obligation to defend the innocent and punish the wicked. This moral obliga-
tion can require acts that are uncomfortable or costly in terms of other goals. It
is reasonable to conjecture, then, that the observers in the Lerner and Simmons
(1966) study may have felt guilt for not intervening, especially in the Martyr
condition, where the victim agreed to suffer for their sake (so that they could
receive needed ‘‘lab’’ credit). To eliminate a feeling of guilt without having to
intervene and risk the consequences of intervening, the observers condemned
the victim.
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The rejection of the victim is based on a veridical perception. Another
equally plausible explanation assumes that the obsetvers did not need to alter
ot distort their perceptions of the victim to condemn her. After all, the victim
allowed herself to undergo a rather extended period of severe electric shocks
metely for the sake of meeting a requirement that she participate in one experi-
ment or another. Anyone with a normal amount of integrity would have re-
fused to participate after the first severe shock. An observer might infer that the
failure effectively to resist indicated an objectionable weakness in the victim's
character. The observers merely reflected these unadmirable qualities in their
ratings of her.

The effect of subtle influences by the experimenter and other subjects. A
third explanation rests on questions of method. There was considerable oppor-
tunity for the experimenter to influence, albeit unconsciously, the reactions of
the observers—especially since the instructions were administered vetbally
(Rosenthal, 1966). A variant of this issue points to the fact that the observers
participated in small groups. All of the subjects in each group were in the same
condition. It is possible, then, that the observers tended to influence one an-
other by nonverbal signals to react in a relatively homogeneous fashion, thus ar-
tificially increasing the likelihood of finding differences among experimental
conditions.

Characteristics of the observers—'‘fundamentalist women.’’ There is an
entire class of explanations that stems from the characteristics of the observers
employed in the initial study. They were all female undergraduates who were
similar to the victim in many respects, including the fact that they all were tak-
ing introductory psychology courses and participating in an experiment to meet
a requirement. These attributes would point to a sense of identification with
the victim as a mediating variable. Also, most of the observers were white, Prot-
estant, and from central Kentucky. Possibly more sophisticated, urbane ob-
servers would exhibit less judgmental reactions, and be less influenced by
“‘fundamentalist’’ orientations to reward and punishment.

The three studies reported here provide some evidence concerning one or
another of these explanations.

The First Study

The first study in this series compared the reactions of male and female
undergraduates to the ‘‘innocent victim.”’ In addition, the hypothesis that the
victim’s behavior in the situation was inherently reprehensible because of her
failure to resist her persecutor was tested by having some observers aware that
the victim was merely acting. The observers in this condition (Denatured) were
to judge the victim and predict how naive observers would react to her. The re-
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action of observers to the opportunity to intetvene by substituting themselves
for the victim was also explored.

The obsetvers in this study were 31 male and 30 female undergraduates
from various sections of an introductory sociology coutse. They were recruited
as volunteers to participate in a study of the perception of cues of emotional
arousal. Their participation was encouraged by their instructor, but in no way
was related to their grade in the course. They were exposed to the experimental
situation in small groups comprised of both males and females. All subjects in
each group were in the same experimental condition.

The procedure was similar to that employed in Lerner and Simmons
(1966). There was an introductory statement by the experimenter outlining the
value of obtaining information about the way people appear under stress. The
subjects then learned that they would observe a student from a class in intro-
ductory psychology who was participating in another experiment—concerned
with the effect of strong negative reinforcement on paired-associate learning.
The observer’s task was to look for signs of arousal as the subject performed.
They were then given a plausible reason why it was necessary for them to ob-
serve the session via closed circuit television. Then subjects watched what was
actually a 10-minute videotape, during which the victim received several appar-
ently painful electric ‘‘shocks’ for incotrect responses, and reacted to them
with expressions of pain and suffering.

The vatious experimental conditions were created in the following man-
ner:

Denatured. The subjects in this condition were told at the outset that they
were observing a videotape of someone acting as if she were being shocked.
This tape was to be used in other studies of the effect of suffering on impression
formation, and their task was to provide baseline data concerning the impres-
sion that this subject gave of herself. After viewing the videotape, the observers
rated the victim’s attributes, and then were asked to predict how she would be
rated by observers who believed that she was suffering, and would continue to
suffer in a second session.

Midpoint. This condition is directly comparable to the one employed in
the earlier study (Letner & Simmons, 1966). After watching the videotape, the
observers were told that they would watch the victim in a second similar session
of equal length. They then rated the “‘personality’’ of the victim, after being
told that one of the purposes of the study was to determine the way people of
different personalities reacted under stress.

Opportunity to substitute. This condition was similar to the Midpoint
condition, except that the subjects were told that they might find it helpful, in
clarifying their hunches about the cues people exhibit under stress, if they
could watch someone other than the original subject (victim). They were then
given the opportunity to indicate, privately, on a slip of paper whether they
would be willing to be the ‘‘subject’” in the next session. The experimenter
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Table 5
Mean Ratings of Victim and Analysis of Variance: Study J¢
Condition
Sex Midpoint Denatured Opportunity
Male -15.55 -3.44 -10.2
N 12 9 10
Female -15.75 +.72 -13.6
N 9 11 10

“From Lemer (1971a).

would then pick one from among those who volunteered. This rating occurred
just prior to the debriefing.

After receiving the experimental instructions, the subjects completed
some forms, including 2 rating of the personality of the victim. This measure
consisted of the 15 highly evaluative bipolar scales. The subjects then rated the
“‘average college student’’ on the same set of scales for purposes of comparison.
The main dependent variable was derived by subtracting the average college-
student rating from that of the victim.

Analyses of variance (see Table 5) indicate that the only significant effect
was attributable to the experimental condition (D = 4.71, p < .02). Neither
sex of observer nor the interaction between sex of observer and experimental
conditions approached significance. Apparently the ratings in both the Oppot-
tunity-to-substitute and Midpoint conditions were more negative than those in
the Denatured condition (Midpoint condition versus Denatured condition, # =
2.92, p <.01; Opportunity condition versus Denatured condition, # = 2.16, p
<.05), but they did not differ reliably from each other.

In the Denatured condition, the observers’ predictions of the ratings of
naive subjects resembled vety closely their own ratings of the victim. The male
ratings yielded a mean of —3.44, whereas their predicted mean was —.11.
Female ratings had a mean of .72, and the mean of the predicted ratings was
— .81. It should be noted, also, that none of the observers volunteered to take
the victim’s place.

The Second Study

This study took place in the context of a regular class meeting. Its main
purpose was to determine whether these students—both male and female of
various ages, all of whom had some commitment to a helping profession—
would react to the victim's suffering in the same way as had the younger groups
of undergraduates in the previous studies. In addition, all of the subjects were
exposed to the same experimental situation at the same time. This procedure
was employed to eliminate the possible effect of the experimenter’s communi-
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cating his expectations to the subjects, and also the possibility of subjects’ in-
fluencing one another to achieve relatively homogeneous responses.

The subjects were 29 students from one advanced undergraduate-grad-
uate class in sociology of health-related behavior. Approximately half the stu-
dents were male, and half female. The ages, academic status, and majors of the
students varied greatly, from undergraduates expecting to enter medical school
or majoring in sociology, to mature adults returning to obtain advanced de-
grees in pastoral counseling, vocational rehabilitation, and health education.
The single common denominator among them was a concern with one of the
helping professions.

The experiment took place in the context of a guest lecture. The experi-
menter announced initially that in preparation for his lecture on stress he
wanted the class to observe someone undergoing a stressful event. He then re-
lated to them a rationale for the importance of their learning the cues indi-
cating that someone was under stress. An assistant then distributed envelopes
containing instructions and scales for the observers to complete. The packets
were identical, except for slightly different instructions designed to create the
differing experimental conditions. Of course, the packets wete distributed on a
more or less random-chance basis, so that the subjects in the varying conditions
were mixed throughout the audience, and the experimenter had no idea of the
condition for any given subject.

All of the instructions led the observers to believe they would see the vic-
tim in two sessions. The ratings occurred after the first. After reading the pre-
liminary instructions, the students saw the same videotape employed in the ear-
lier studies. They believed they were obsetving an actual event over closed cir-
cuit television.

Two of the conditions employed in this study were virtually identical with
those of the previous study—a Midpoint condition, in which the observers were
naive, and a Denatured condition, in which they were informed that the victim
was acting. The third condition, Reward, was similar to the Midpoint, with the
additional statement that, unknown to the victim, she would receive ten dollars
at the end of the experiment. The measures were identical with those employed
in the earlier studies.

Table 6
Mean Ratings of Victim and Analysis of Variance: Study 114
Condition
Midpoint Denatured Reward
—7.88 7.00 9.55
(N=9) (N=1) (N=9)

%From Letner (1971a).
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The ratings were similar in the Denatured and Reward conditions (see
Table 6). The victim, however, was described more negatively in the Midpoint
condition (Reward condition versus Midpoint condition, # = 2.16, p < .05;
Denatured condition versus Midpoint condition, # = 1.83, p < .10).

The Third Study

Probably the most provacative finding in the Lerner and Simmons (1966)
study was the comparatively extreme rejection of the victim who agreed to un-
dergo shocks so that the observers would receive credit for participating in an
experiment. The intent in creating this condition was that the victim be per-
ceived as altruistically motivated. The severity of condemnation supposedly re-
flected the extent to which the observers were motivated to perceive that this
apparently martyred victim deserved her suffering after all.

One alternative possibility is that the subject’s status of ‘‘innocent ob-
servers’’ was altered by the Martyr condition. Although the subjects were not
consulted about their wishes in the matter, the victim was pressured into and
agreed to accept her suffering, for the sake of the subjects. They may have then
come to feel guilty over their complicity in the injustice, or angry over their en-
forced indebtedness to the victim.

Another possibility is that the martyr scene, rather than creating the im-
pression of someone acting generously from altruistic motives, portrayed the
victim as someone who conforms easily to unreasonable demands of authority
figures, or is willing to suffer unnecessary humiliation and suffering for others’
approval—a ‘‘sap’’ or ‘‘sucker.”’

The strategy employed-in this study was based upon two assumptions. If it
is true that the Martyr condition actually portrayed the victim in a negative
light, then observers who did not believe that the victim was suffering, or who
believed that the suffering victim would be appropriately compensated, would
still describe her negatively. In other words, the victim would be perceived in a
uniformly negative manner, regardless of her fate.

The second assumption was that subjects who were not observing the vic-
tim in order to meet the requirements of a course in introductory psychology
would exhibit fewer, if any, feelings of guilt or obligation towatd the altruistic
victim. Therefore, to the extent that guilt or resentment are the effective detet-
minants of the rejection of this victim, subjects from a class that has no such re-
quirement should not devalue the victim. Other observers may be implicated,
but these subjects are not, and therefore should exhibit no rejection.

The subjects were 46 women students recruited as volunteers from various
sections of an introductory psychology class. When the subjects appeared for
the experiment, they were given the standard rationale for observing someone
under stress. They wete also led to believe that some of the observers in the
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room were from introductory sociology, while othets were there meeting the in-
troductory psychology requirement. The experimenter explained that they
would observe a student from introductory psychology participate in her experi-
ment over closed circuit television. The tape and the measures employed in this
experiment were identical to the ones used in the Martyr condition of the ear-
lier experiments.

Each group of observers was assigned to one of four experimental condi-
tions. In three of them, they were led to believe that the altruistic victim would
suffer severe electric shocks. In one of these conditions, they were told that, un-
known to the victim, she would be paid $30 at the end of the session, in an-
other, only $10, and in the third, that there would be no compensation. The
subjects in a fourth condition (Denatured) were informed that the subjects
were merely portraying a victim, and would not suffer shocks.

The alternative hypothesis can be stated quite simply. If there is some-
thing inherently repugnant in the martyr’s behavior, then she will be con-
demned uniformly across all conditions. On the other hand, if the rejection of
the martyr is a function of the observers’ being implicated, then there should
be no rejection from these sociology students in any of the conditions. How-
ever, if the evaluation of the martyr is a function of the degree of the unde-
served suffering, then we should find the most rejection in the condition where
the martyr receives no compensation, less in the condition whete she will re-
ceive $10, and even less in the condition where she will not suffer at all, or be
paid $30.

Apparently the observers in this study were affected by the various experi-
mental conditions. Those who believed that the victim would suffer without
compensation described her as considerably less attractive than did the subjects
who believed that she would receive $30 at the end of the session (see Table 7)
(No-reward condition versus $30 condition, # = 3.72, p <.001), ot who be-
lieved that she was not actually going to suffer (No-reward condition versus De-
natured condition, # = 4.76, p < .001). The reactions of the observers in the
$10 condition resembled those exhibited by the subjects who believed that the
victim would receive no compensation. Although the mean rating in this $10
situation was slightly less than in the No-reward condition, it was not signifi-
cantly so. The $10 condition did yield significantly lower ratings of the vic-
tim than either the Denatured or $30 conditions ($10 condition versus $30 con-
dition, # = 2.71, p < .01; $10 condition versus Denatured condition, # =
3.75, p < .001).

It is also worth noting that observers in the Denatured condition were rela-
tively unsuccessful in predicting the reactions that naive observers would have
to the victim under conditions of no compensation. The mean predicted rating
for naive subjects (—2.09) was lower than their own rating of 5.81, but de-
cidedly higher than that actually found in the No-compensation condition
(- 26.58).
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Table 7
Mean Ratings of Martyr Victim and Analysis of Variance: Study III*
Condition
Denatured No reward $10 $30
5.81 -26.58 -19.75 -1.27
(N = 11) (N = 12) (N = 12) (N = 11)

“From Lerner (1971a).

Taken together, these findings appear to offer clear support for the hy-
pothesis that the obsetvers’ reaction to the altruistically motivated victim is af-
fected by the extent of her undeserved suffering. The alternative hypotheses—
that the condemnation of this victim is the result of something inherently
repugnant in her behavior, or is the result of the observers’ guilt and resent-
ment—do not seem to fit the reactions of the observers in this study.

Implications

These studies confirm the earlier finding that the victim of undeserved
suffering runs the clear risk of being condemned by those who witness his or her
fate. In general, the observers in these studies thought considerably less of the
person portrayed on the videotape if they believed her fate to be one of unde-
served suffering than when they understood that she would receive consider-
able compensation for her pain, or knew she was acting and not really suffering
at all. This tendency to condemn the victim held true whether she was altru-
istically motivated or merely ‘‘innocently’’ pursuing her normal routine.

Of more importance than the general finding, which is probably part of
our common wisdom, is the attempt to understand its psychological origins.
Why do people tend to condemn victims of undeserved suffering? The evidence
from the studies reported here seems inconsistent with two altetnative explan-
ations. All three studies contained a condition in which the observers wete in-
formed that the person portrayed on the videotape was not actually suffering,
and were asked to react to her. These observers consistently viewed that person
as considerably more attractive than similar observers who believed that she was
a victim. Also, those informed subjects were unable to predict the more nega-
tive evaluations of naive observers. These findings offer good evidence that z4e
victim's fate, rather than her behavior in the situation, elicits the observer’s
condemnation.

Study III dealt mainly with a *‘guilt’’ explanation. The volunteer subjects
in this study were not the implicit beneficiaries of the martyr’s largess, and yet
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they condemned her when they believed that she would not be sufficiently
compensated.

The results of Studies I and II bear most directly on the methodological
questions raised in the introduction. A comparison of the ratings given the vic-
tim by the subjects in Study II with those in Study I suggests some interesting
similarities and differences. Although the differences between the ratings given
the victim by the subject in the Midpoint condition versus the Denatured con-
dition are virtually identical for the two studies—approximately 15 points—
the victim is seen as somewhat more attractive by the subjects in Study II. This
result was not predicted, but would be consistent with the notion that people
who are oriented to helping others (Study II) would tend to see victims in a
more positive light.

The results of Study II also tend to disconfirm the hypothesis that subtle
cues from the experimenter or other subjects can account for the observed con-
demnation of the victim. The experimenter in this study had virtually no con-
tact with the subjects, and did not know which subject in the classroom was in a
given condition. It is extremely unlikely, then, that he could have induced the
subjects to respond as he hoped they would.

The hypothesis concerning the observers’ influence on one another, and
the resultant tendency to give a common response, can be tested by comparing
the within-condition variance in Study II with those studies where the subjects
were run in experimentally homogeneous groupings. The within-condition
variance in Study II, 321.96, is comparable to that found in the initial Lerner
and Simmons study, 344.9. This is especially noteworthy, given the relative
heterogeneity of the subjects in Study II. The within-condition variance of
these two studies, though, is somewhat larger than in Study I, 247.72, and in a
similar study using this same measure, 262.9 (Simons & Piliavin, 1972). Ap-
patently, whatever subtle communication occurs among the subjects and the
experimenter in this situation does not account for the main findings of the ser-
ies of studies, nor does it appear to introduce an increased homogeneity of re-
sponses when subjects are given the same experimental instructions.

In summary, it seems safe to assert at this point that the devaluing of the
victims employed in these studies was probably zo# the result of (1) something
inherently repugnant in the behavior of the innocent or altruistically motivated
victim, or (2) the expetimenter’s silent signals to the observers or theirs to each
other, or (3) something unique to female undergraduates from ‘‘fundamen-
talist”’ Kentucky. It also appears that (4) one does not have to be the benefi-
ciary of a martyt’s largess to end up condemning her.

The most consistently reliable determinant of the reactions of these ob-
servers—powerless as they were to help the victim—was the degree of injustice
in her fate: the less deserved or compensated her suffering, the greater the like-
lihood that the victim would be devalued.



CHAPTER 6

Reactions to the Belief in a Just
World Theory and Findings

The ‘Nay-Sayers’

The central theme of the ‘‘Belief in a Just World’’ theory creates a rather chill-
ing image of humanity. It begins by describing how we live in a society that tol-
erates the widespread suffering and deprivation of innocent victims. Then the
evidence is added that, for the sake of our own security, we either avoid these
injustices, or we add to them by finding reasons to condemn the victims. We
do this for quite understandable reasons. We want to—have to—believe that
our world is so constructed that tertible things happen to people who deserve
them because they were ‘‘terrible’’ to others.

When our behavior is described in this bald, dramatic fashion, it becomes
clear how disturbing such knowledge must be to our self-image and to our
sense of security. To the extent that the findings and the metaphorical descrip-
tion of the relevant processes are persuasive, then we must feel degraded. Not
only is there the implication that we may be directly responsible for adding to
people’s misety by our rejection, but the reasons for our actions seem not only
selfish, but rather petty and simpleminded.

That is a very difficult pill to swallow, and an immediate reaction is that I
am a much better and sensible person than that. I am not that selfish or callous,

73
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and certainly not so naive as to try to maintain a fairy-tale image of my society.
Only a fool would try to pretend that it is a just world, and it would take a sick
fool to condemn innocent victims in order to protect such a foolish belief.

It was with thoughts such as these that the exploration began. At its best,
it took the forms of fascinating experiments, which served to clarify and elabor-
ate the processes undetlying this belief in a just world, and our reactions to vic-
tims. And if the analysis of these efforts is correct, they produced a completely
unintended bonus as case studies of the motivations underlying the ‘‘Belief in a
Just World’'—as this belief appears in all of us, even social psychologists.

Under Normal Circumstances, We Don’t Act That Way!
‘“Normally’’ We All Care about Victims in Our World

One of the most natural reactions to the assertion that we reject innocent
victims is to recall the considerable evidence that we, in fact, do just the oppo-
site. Much of the time we feel great compassion and concern for victims, even
those we are not in a position to help. Most civilized societies, including our
own, devote considerable resources to institutions as objective expressions of
this compassion for those who are deprived and suffering.

Aderman, Brehm, and Katz (1974) realized that there was considerable
experimental evidence that people normally react with “‘empathic’’ distress
when they see someone else suffering (e.g., Bandura & Rosenthal, 1966; Laz-
arus e @/., 1962). Of most importance in their thinking were Stotland’s (1969)
findings. When he gave his obsetvers instructions to just ‘‘watch’’ a victim suf-
fering, rather than to imagine how he felt, or how they would feel if they were
suffering, then the psychological indices of this normally elicited empathic
arousal were remarkably reduced.

The situation employed in the *‘Just World’* experiments which resulted
in rejection of the innocent victim contained instructions to the observers to
“‘look for cues of emotional arousal.”” Aderman ez 4/. noticed that those in-
structions were remarkably similar to the “‘watch him’’ instructions Stotland
used. It appeared eminently reasonable, then, to conjecture that:

Lerner and Simmons (1966) gave their observers empathy-inhibiting instructions.
These instructions, rather than just world considerations, would appear to lie at the
root of the strong derogation effects of the Lerner and Simmons study. (p. 346)

The strategy they employed to test these ideas was quite straightforward.
They modeled their experimental situation after Lerner and Simmons, and pre-
sented their observers with one of three sets of instructions prior to their watch-
ing the ‘‘victim’’ receive electric shocks in the ‘‘learning experiment’’ situa-
tion.

To appreciate the meaning of their data, it is important to be aware of the
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actual instructions the subjects were given. In one condition, Imagine Self, they
read:

In a few moments you will be watching the learning experiment. While you are do-
ing so please imagine how you yourself would feel if you were subjected to the same
experience. While you are watching the learner, picture to yourself just how you
would feel. (You are to keep clearly in mind that you are to react as if it were you
who were the learner. You are to react as if it were you having the experience.) While
you are watching the learner, you ate to concentrate on yourself in that experience.
You are to concentrate on the way you would feel while receiving the treatment.
Your job will be to think about what your reactions would be to the sensations you
would receive. In your mind's eye, you are to visualize how it would feel for you to
be the learner in this learning task. (p. 344)

In the Watch Her condition designed to be ‘‘empathy-inhibiting’’ they read:

In a few moments you will be watching the learning experiment. While you are
doing so, please watch exactly what the learner does. You are to watch all of her
body movements that you can see. Your job will be to watch her bearing and pos-
ture. You are to notice everything she does, whatever it is. (While you are watching
her, don’t try to imagine how you would feel in her place or how she is feeling.
Don't think about how she feels or how you would feel. Just watch her closely). (p.
344)

The observers in the third condition were given instructions designed to re-
semble those employed by Letner and Simmons:

In a few moments you will be watching the learning experiment. While you are
doing so, please watch exactly what the learner does. Your job will be to observe
closely the emotional state of the learner and to watch for cues which indicate her
state of arousal. (p. 344)

After watching the victim situation, all subjects completed scales similar to
those used in Lerner and Simmons, and a check list designed to assess their
mood. The effect of the various instructional sets on the observers’ view of the
victim can be seen in the following table, taken from Aderman ez 4/.

Table 8
Mean Relative Derogation Scores for Subjects in Each Condition®

Observational set

Audience size Imagine self Watch her Lerner & Simmons
Alone 5.67% ~2.3% -2.33
Group -0.56 -7.44 -8.50
Combined 2.56 —-4.89 —-5.42

°From Adctman ez &/. (1974).
beell N = 18.
“Minus scores indicate that the subjects rated themselves more favorably than they did the innocent victim.
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If one looks at the ‘‘combined’’ means, they appear to be in line with the
hypotheses. Given the positive ratings of the victim in the Imagine Self con-
dition, and the significantly lower and equally negative ratings in both the em-
pathy-inhibiting Watch Her condition and the Lerner and Simmons replica-
tion, the authors conclude that:

The present results suggest that the Lerner and Simmons findings are generalizable
only to those observational situations in which empathy does not occur to an appreci-
able extent. Although the evidence from laboratory studies indicates that such situa-
tions are fare, there may be certain real world settings which actively inhibit em-
pathic responses. (p. 346)

This experiment is important because it not only presents an alternative
explanation for the findings in the initial Just World victim-rejection expeti-
ments, but also reaffirms the view that people normally, naturally, are em-
pathic to victims, and therefore do not condemn them. But does it? What can
one safely conclude from these findings?

It is probably true that most people, under most circumstances, expetience
something like empathically or vicariously induced suffering when they are
confronted with vivid cues of someone else in pain. So far, so good. But, is
there any evidence that the observers in the Lerner and Simmons situation did
not experience this empathic arousal with the victim?

The measures of the observers’ mood in the Aderman, e &/. experiment
produced essentially uninterpretable data. The only difference they found
among the conditions was in terms of self-ascribed aggression. On the other
hand, anecdotal evidence based on observations and self-reports of the way
subjects reacted to the victim in the Lerner and Simmons replication condition
indicates that they were extremely aroused, empathically. And that is what the
theory would suggest.

There are some data which support the observers’ verbal testimony that
the victim situation is an extremely powerful empathy-arousing situation.
Probably the only reliable and understandable findings resulting from our at-
tempts to examine the physiological correlates of response to the victim (Lerner,
1973) is that subjects do respond consistently and strongly, as measured by
changes in skin conductance. This ‘‘arousal’’ is considerably lower when the
subject is aware that it is only a videotape of someone who is acting as if she
were being shocked. Also, as might be predicted, the observers see the victim in
a more positive light when they are /ess aroused, and aware that the victim is
not actually suffering. (See Table 9).

In other words, according to these findings, rejection of the victim will 7o
occur unless the subjects are aroused empathically. Obviously, without the
sense of personal threat, i.e., empathic arousal, there is no need for the ob-
server to arrange his view of the event to construe the victim’s suffering as de-
served.

As we will see in more detail later, the issues surrounding the processes
called *‘empathy’’ or ‘‘identification’’ are much more interesting and complex
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Table 9
Mean GSR Responses and Derogation Scores Per Condition?
Disabused Naive
(N = 10) (N = 11)
Mean GSR responses 13.4 46.0
Mean evaluation of vic-
tim -5.4 -15.6
A"From Lerner (1973).

than we need to deal with at this time. Nevertheless, it is probably safe to assert
that (a) the subjects in the Lerner and Simmons experiment were highly em-
pathically aroused, at least initially, and therefore (b) simply inducing empathy
in an observer does not prevent derogation of a victim. In fact, the evidence
tends to suggest that (c) other things being equal, the greater the empathic
arousal, the greater the likelihood of rejection of the victim. If this is true, how
can we explain the ratings of the victim produced in the Aderman ez 4/. experi-
ment?

The most plausible explanation begins with a reading of the instructions
used to create the Imagine Self and Watch Her conditions. It appears that
Aderman ez @/. confused two rather different orientations—‘‘empathic’’ and
“‘sympathetic.”’ Sympathy is quite different from empathy—that automatic
arousal one expetriences in response to powerful cues of another person’s suf-
fering. It seems that we respond sympathetically, with compassion and a sense
of concern, when we feel a sense of identity with the victim. In effect, we are re-
acting to the thought of ourselves in that situation. And, of course, we are
filled with the “‘milk of human kindness’’ for our sweet, innocent selves.

The instructions for the Imagine Self condition certainly are most explicit
in telling the subjects that the experimenter wants them to be sympathetic, in
the sense of identifying with the victim and feeling sotry for her. Whether the
subjects’ responses wete a result of being ‘‘good’’ subjects in the sense of trying
to see the victim in a positive light for the experimenter, or their ability to role-
play the reactions of a sympathetic observer, the net effect would be the same.
They certainly would not show any signs of derogating the victim.

The relatively positive evaluation of the victim elicited by the explicit and
repeated instructions to imagine that the shock is happening to you, ‘“You are
the victim,”” has been found in other experiments which used more indirect
means of establishing this sense of identification with the victim. Sorrentino
and Boutilier (1974) reported that observers of the innocent victim who
thought they might be selected to be the victim in the next ‘‘learning’’ session
gave the victim positive ratings. Of course, no one had to tell them explicitly to
imagine that the victim was one’s self.

It appears, then, that Aderman ez #/. provided us with a demonstration of
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how the awareness of a common identity with the victim can not only prevent
condemnation, but may elicit rather positive sympathetic reactions. What they
have not done, however, is to demonstrate that the vicarious arousal elicited by
cues of another person’s suffering—empathy—will prevent rejection of that
victim, and certainly not that the condemnation of the victim found in the
Lerner and Simmons situation is a result of the inhibition of this arousal. ‘‘Em-
pathy’’ can and does elicit rejection of the victim—the desire to avoid a sym-
pathetic attachment, a sense of ‘“‘identity’’ with the victim.

Before going on to the next experiment, we may note that both in the real
world we share with Aderman e¢# /. and in the laboratory, there is good evi-
dence that “‘empathy’’ is quite different from ‘‘sympathy.”’ If that is true,
then how is it that Aderman ez @/. came to believe that the rather automatic
natural reaction of vicarious arousal was artificially inhibited in the Lerner and
Simmons experiment to produce the derogation? Would that mean, then, that
people do not reject victims in the real world, and that they are generally, typi-
cally, automatically sympathetic? That would be a very comforting thought.
However, have you ever talked to, seen the look on the faces of people who stop
and crowd around the scene of an accident? Are they aroused? Are they sym-
pathetic?

For example, imagine being the subject in the Lerner and Simmons situa-
tion when this happens: You are led to believe that the learner you will be ob-
serving will be given an ‘‘easy list” of nonsense syllables to learn, with con-
siderably less chance of making errors and receiving shocks than in the *‘diffi-
cult list’” condition (which most closely resembles the Lerner and Simmons con-
ditions). Very shortly after beginning, the following scene takes place as the vic-
tim begins to receive the shocks:

At that moment an experimenter who was seated in the back of the room rushed for-
ward excitedly. He exclaimed loudly to the other expetimenter that the girl was be-
ing given the difficult list using the procedure that was supposed to be used for the
easy list. He noted that it would be next to impossible for the girl to avoid being
shocked under these citcumstances.

The second experimenter, who had given the subjects the initial instructions,
went to an intercom and ostensibly tried to correct the situation. He was informed by
a voice from the TV monitor room, loudly enough so that all could hear, that noth-
ing could be done about the situation because no one could reach Dr. Stewart in the
experimental room. Perplexed and agitated, this experimenter then turned to the
subjects and said, ‘“Well, it seems that the machine has fouled up and there's
nothing we can do about it.”” (Piliavin, Hardyck, & Vadum, 1967, p. 6)

After watching the remainder of the tape, the subjects evaluated the vic-
tim. Obviously, the histrionic reactions of the two experimenters made it clear
that it was all quite unfair and unjust, and something of which they certainly
did not approve, especially given their ‘‘perplexed and agitated’’ state. It is no
surprise, then, that the observers who witnessed this introduction to the Mid-
point condition did not lower their ratings of the victim to whom the experi-
mentets were so obviously sympathetic (see Table 10).
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Table 10
Mean Attractiveness Ratings of Letner & Simmons Victim
(Bipolar Adjectives)

Endpoint Midpoint
Nonjust -6.6 -3.3

(N = 10) (N = 13)
Just? -3.2 ~14.1

(N = 10) (N = 10)

“rom Piliavin, Hardyck, & Vadum (1967).

c “‘Just’’ conditions were essentially replications of the Lerner & Simmons instructions. Mean Square Error
= 131.1,

In the second study using the ‘‘innocent victim’’ shock situation, the ex-
perimenters altered the introduction in another interesting manner. They had
the subjects read the following instructions just prior to watching the ‘‘victim'’:

This experiment studies the way people react to other people who, through no fault
of their own, fall victim to some uncontrollable outside force or action. Victims of a
hurricane or earthquake are examples, another would be a person attacked by a
stranget on a city street. To study reactions to these people, we are showing students
**victims of misfortune.’’ Each group of students sees only one; we can then compare
their reactions. (Simons, 1968, App., p. 2)

The subjects saw the videotape, and the instructional set was repeated. The
subjects who received these instructions did not show signs of devaluing or
rejecting the victim (see Table 11).

Table 11
Means and Standard Deviations of
Index of Attraction of Victim by Condition®

Deception? Partial truth®

Past event

X = 1.58% 3.40°

SD 10.8 14.3

N (19) (20)
Midpoint

X = -827°% 2.89

SD 15.5 14.0

N (21) (19)

“From Simons & Piliavin (1972).

5These conditions were teplications of Lerner & Simmons.
“These conditions wete created by the additional instructions quoted in the text.
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Simons and Piliavin (1972) point out that the findings of these two studies
bear a ‘‘striking resemblance’’ to one another, and that when you ‘‘suggest to
them (subjects) that they are observing a victim of misfortune, they do not de-
value her at all.”’ On the basis of this reassuring conclusion, the next step be-
comes obvious. All we need to prevent good citizens from publicly derogating
suffering victims is to have people with the authority and fate control equival-
ent to a psychologist experimenter define in a compelling way that the victims
are truly innocent and worthy of compassion. Also, as in these experiments,
they must continue to remind us before we react on each occasion.

That message may not be particularly surprising theoretically, or have
much possibility of realization in the real world, but it shows that people are
capable of acting, at least neutrally and sometimes sympathetically, to clearly
innocent victims.

Everyone Knows We Admire Admirable Victims and
Condemn Only Despicable Victims!

One of the most natural reactions to the just world research is to recall the
overwhelming evidence in support of the common wisdom that we all feel sorry
for the innocent victims of undeserved suffering, and the only victims we con-
demn are those who deserve it. A fascinating experiment by Godfrey and Lowe
(1975) emphasizes this perspective in an experimental variation of the Lerner
and Simmons paradigm, and in the process teintroduces us to some critical
aspects of the normative structure of our society. These investigators suspected
that rejection of a victim would occur only if the victim gave the appearance of
someone who was so weak and gullible as to *‘suffer for the wrong reason.”” On
the other hand, if the victim suffered for “‘intrinsic’’ reasons, presumably ones
that had meaning and value to her, then the observers, as in real life, would not
condemn her.

To test these ideas, they employed a confederate who helped create one of
four scenes just prior to the victim’s receiving the electric shocks. In all con-
ditions the subjects were seated in a circle, waiting to begin a study on the per-
ception of persons under stress. They then learned that one of them would have
to be the person receiving a ‘‘series of mildly severe electric shocks,”’ the selec-
tion being determined by random designation associated with the number of
the “‘seat’’ they had selected. Of course, the confederate was always the ‘‘ran-
domly chosen’’ victim.

In one condition (Random), the victim left the room without comment to
meet her fate. In a second condition (Unwilling) the victim protested, but ap-
peared to be persuaded by the experimenter of the value of the experiment,
and then agreed. A third condition (Good Reasons) was created by having the
“‘victim’’ accept her fate immediately, announcing as the basis for her decision
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the same reasons used by the experimenter in the Unwilling condition. In the
fourth condition (Volunteer), the experimenter asked for volunteers, and the
confederate ‘‘victim’’ volunteered straightaway, giving the same ‘‘good rea-
sons’’ as in the previous conditions.

Although the study would have been cleaner if the investigators had not
oriented their subjects to believe they were in an experiment associated with
reactions to ‘‘accident or disaster victims,”’ the main findings are very compel-
ling (Table 12). In all conditions, the victim was seen in a relatively neutral to
positive light, with no evidence of victim ‘‘derogation.’’ Further, as might be
expected, when the victim felt that her fate was worthwhile and acceptable, if
not desirable as in the Good Reasons and Volunteer conditions, the observers
rated her as a considerably more admirable and worthy person.

What might we conclude about the implications of these findings for the
Just World Theory, and the way we react to victims? There are two related
aspects to this question. The fitst is substantive, and can be dealt with in a
rather straightforward manner. The data provide firm confirmation of a series
of earlier findings and theoretical hypotheses (Lerner, 1970; 1974; Lerner &
Lichtman, 1968; Lerner & Matthews, 1967). From these earlier studies, we had
learned that, if people enter a situation where there appeats to be limited access
to a desired resource—and where everyone is equally entitled to the desired
outcome—then a situation of ‘‘parallel competition’’ is perceived by the par-
ticipants. Under these conditions, most people in our society have come to ac-
cept certain ‘‘rules’” as a fair or just way to decide who gets the more or less de-
sirable outcome. For the person who gets less than the others, or ‘‘suffers,”’
those ate the ‘‘breaks,”” ‘‘it was a fair way to decide’’; the result is not con-
sidered an injustice, and the person is not a victim.

One set of fair rules involves the reliance on “‘chance.”” The psychology of
this situation can be rather complex, because of the influence at times of rather
primitive attribution processes. However, we found in a number of experi-
ments that, if observers believe that (a) they and the victim have an equal
chance of being the one to suffer, and (b) the actual choice of the victim is de-

Table 12
Mean Evaluations Given to Victim
(Bipolar Adjectives)*

Experimental condition Evaluation
Volunteer 12.00
Good reasons 9.67
Random -2.67
Unwilling -3.29

“Adapted from Godfrey & Lowe (1975).
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termined by the victim’s “‘act’’ or random selection by the experimenter, they
do not feel their sense of justice threatened, and they do not condemn or dero-
gate the victim, although they may feel sorry for her. Actually the findings go
beyond this, and as we described in Lerner (1974), even when the observers’
concern with justice is satisfied by this ‘‘fair procedure,”’ they do not stop eval-
uating the victim. Rather, they simply view her in terms of their other values
and goals. If she meets their values and facilitates their goal acquisition, then
they are apt to like her and evaluate her positively.

A typical example of such findings was desctibed in Lerner, 1970. In that
experiment, the subject was led to believe that either she or the other girl
would be shocked in a learning task. The experimenter then informed them
that the choice of one of them as victim would be a matter of random ‘‘chance’’;
the nonvictim subject would be the control, and receive verbal feedback (or
positive reinforcement in half of the conditions—money for each correct
answer). In all conditions there were two slips in a bowl, which designated the
two possible fates. In one set of conditions (Subject Picks), the subject drew the
first slip, which designated that she would be in the desirable condition, and
therefore the other gitl would receive the electric shocks. In the other condition,
the Experimenter drew the slips without looking at them, and again the subject
had the desirable condition. Subsequently, the subject evaluated the victim. The
results of these ratings can be seen in Table 13. Although this is not the ap-
propriate place to discuss the derogation scores when the subject drew the slip, it
is important to note that the fair ‘‘lottery’’ system, where the experimenter drew
the determining slip, produced no devaluing of the victim.

What can we conclude, then, from Godfrey and Lowe’s findings? To
begin with, in all conditions the subjects believed that they could have been
the victim. The critical event deciding who was to suffer was the seat that
person had elected to sit in—by chance. As a result, one would expect what the
experimenters found; there was no evidence of a lowering or negative evalua-
tion of the victim in any of the experimental conditions.

Also, the positive ratings given the victim in the Volunteer and Good

Table 13
Ratings of Other’s Attractiveness?
Shock control Shock-Money Control/control
Experimenter
picks -2.75 +1.17 +4.91
(N = 12) (N = 12) (N = 11)
Subject
picks —4.92 -11.77
(N = 13) (N = 13)

“From Letner (1970).
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Reasons conditions indicate that the subjects admired the victim—and possibly
telt grateful to her when she took charge of her own fate and decided to be
helpful, thus removing the observers from any further jeopardy. And this is ex-
actly what one might have predicted, given the fair procedure for deciding the
victim's fate. There was no injustice, no innocent or martyred victim.

Of course, where there is no situation of equal risk or ‘‘parallel’’ competi-
tion, then the observer of an innocent or martyred victim is confronted with
having to make a judgment of deserving and justice, and that is where the ‘‘be-
lief in a just world’’ becomes so critical. It is not entirely clear, however, when
we see ourselves as observers of a victim’s fate and when we regard ourselves as
participants in a zero-sum competition which eventuates in the victim’s suffer-
ing. It is important to recognize that these perceptions involve different pro-
cesses, with differing consequences for the way we react to the victims. In either
case, considerations of fairness, justice, deserving are involved, but they take
different forms and follow different rules. (See Lerner, 1975, 1977; Lerner, Mil-
ler & Holmes, 1976, for a more complete discussion.)

What remains after a discussion of these substantive issues is the question
of “Why?’’. Why, given the data described earlier, would anyone believe that
the derogation of victims, when it occurs, is the result of an ‘‘objective ap-
praisal”’ of the victim’s attributes, including the implied ‘‘weakness’” in her
character? One hunch is that we all, including Godfrey and Lowe, would like to
believe that their findings do indicate that we may admire victims who suffer
nicely and maybe enjoy their fate, but they certainly do not threaten our sense
of justice. Of course we do not teject truly innocent victims. We are rational in-
formation processors, who only condemn those who have truly *‘weak’’ charac-
ters! Of course, we would like to believe that, but what happened to all the evi-
dence?

We May Reject Some Victims, but We Already Knew about That!

The most intriguing reactions to the Just-World-related findings are those
which concede that victim derogation may happen from time to time, but that
it happens for reasons that we already know about from familiar social psycho-
logical theories. For example, Stokols and Schopler (1973) found that observers
considered a young woman who became pregnant as the result of rape by a vir-
tual stranger just as undesirable as one who suffered a similar fate because of
careless use of contraceptive devices during her sexual liaisons with her boy-
friend. The crucial factor in the evaluation of these two ‘‘victims’’ was the extent
of misery and suffering associated with the event and ensuing miscatriage. The
more severe her suffering, the lower the evaluation, regardless of the ‘‘cause.’’

Stokols and Schopler attributed this effect to the observer’s attempt to
achieve “‘cognitive balance,” even though the ‘‘careless’’ victim was seen as

[l
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clearly causally connected to her fate, whereas the innocent rape victim was
rated as not ‘‘deserving,’’ not ‘‘responsible”’ for her suffering. Since both the
clearly responsible and the not responsible victims were equally ‘‘devalued’’ in
the severe condition, the balance interpretation becomes more than a bit
strained.

A more recent effort identifies victim derogation as a guilt-reduction pro-
cess. Cialdini, Kenrick, & Hoerig (1976) proposed that, in the Lerner and Sim-
mons paradigm (Victim situation), the subjects felt guile; this guilt arose from a
sense of complicity in the harm done to the victim in the learning experiment
conducted in the “‘other”” room by the ‘‘other’” experimenter. The observers’
rejection of the victim was caused by the ‘‘tendency for subjects to justify com-
plicity in the production of harm.”’

The strategy elected by Cialdini ez #/. to test their hypothesis was a replica-
tion of the Lerner-Simmons situation, with the addition of similar conditions
with instructions ‘‘designed to be unambiguous in communicating to the sub-
jects that the collection of their data was not the reason that the victim was pet-
forming in the learning experiment’” (p. 721). The actual instructions they re-
ceived were as follows:

Low Complicity

We have been asking subjects to rate a wide variety of stimulus persons including
photographs from magazines, other subjects, experimenters, and so on. Today, we
are taking advantage of a research program going on in the education department
which we heard about last week. They’re evidently running subjects in a learning ex-
periment under varying conditions of stress, and they consented to have a couple of
sessions piped in through a closed-circuit TV system which KAET (the campus tele-
vision station) has set up for us. This experiment is going on right now, and we're
not sure what's going to happen in any given condition, but it should get at the type
of thing we’re interested in. You'll be seeing the subject for a short period of time,
and many of these cues are subtle, so it’s important to pay close attention. (p. 721)

The following instructions, although differing in some ways from those
used in the Lerner-Simmons experiment, were designed to create a sense of
“*high complicity’’ (guilt) among the observers.

High Complicity

Today we are taking advantage of a human learning study which Dr. Stewart is con-
ducting to observe someone performing in an emotion-arousing situation. This is
going on right now down the hall, and we’ll be watching it over closed-circuit TV.
Your job will be to observe closely the emotional state of the worker and watch for
cues which indicate her state of arousal. The subject will be working on a rather dif-
ficult serial learning task. You'll be seeing the subject for a short period of time, and
many of these cues are subtle, so it's important to pay close attention. (p. 721)

Half the subjects then saw the victim in a Shock condition, and half in a
Non-Shock condition presumably involving no suffering. The results in Table
14 indicate quite clearly that the victim was assigned negative attributes when
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she received the shocks after the observers had read the *‘high complicity’’ in-
structions. The victim'’s fate did not affect the subjects’ evaluation of her if they
had read the low complicity instructions.

How should these results be interpreted? There are various ways in which
one might interpret the differing effects the two sets of orienting instructions
had on the subjects’ perception of the situation. It is not immediately appar-
ent, however, that what is being vatied with these two sets of instructions is
either a single dimension, or the degree of the subjects’ complicity. It seems
rather strange that the investigators employed this subtle way of creating a con-
dition of low guilt-producing complicity. And, given this subtlety in the crucial
experimental manipulation, it is even more odd that we find no report of evi-
dence, either from the subjects or through pretesting, that the subjects’ sense
of complicity was affected at all by either set of instructions. Consider, now, the
following points.

1. There seems to be no obvious reason to believe that the observers in the
Lerner-Simmons experimental paradigm questioned the objective realities of
the situation in which they observed the suffering victim. That situation de-
fined them as ‘‘innocent’’ bystanders. It was made clear to each observer that
(a) they and their experimenter were involved in a totally separate investigation
from the one that ‘‘caused’’ the victim to suffer; (b) the experiment they ob-
served involved the effect of two kinds of reinforcement, strong shocks and
sttong rewards, and it was a matter of random consideration that they were ob-
serving the shock condition that day rather than the reward condition; (c) the
experiment was going on in a separate room, and neither they nor their experi-
menter had any power to alter the victim’s fate.

2. Tt is reasonable to expect that, if the subject-observers were motivated
by ‘‘ego-defensive’’ needs to view the situation in a particular way, they would
be most willing to accept the ‘‘realities’’ of the situation and their role. Why
would they not want to believe that which was true “‘in fact,”” that they were
“‘innocent observers’’? They were unable to prevent the suffering or alter the
victim’s fate, but they had nothing to do with the experiment or experimenter
who inflicted the suffering on the victim.

Table 14
Difference Score Measure of Derogation®
Complicity
High Low
Shock -19.93 -7.23
No shock 0.00 -6.28

“From Cialdini e &/. (1976).
#The more negative the scote, the more the victim was devalued
‘relative to ‘‘the average college student.”’
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3. Thete is good reason to believe that experiencing a sense of responsibil -
ity for harmdoing engages different processes than being an observer of an in-
justice. This is an issue worth discussing at some length.

For example, when observers in the Lerner and Simmons experiment
(1966) were given the opportunity to vote anonymously concerning the fate of
the victim in the second session, they virtually all voted for her to be run in the
“‘positive reinforcement’’ condition where she would no longer be shocked,
and would in fact receive a considerable amount of money. In one such condi-
tion, the subjects learned that the victim would be run in the reinforcement
condition before they evaluated her. These subjects showed no derogation of
the victim (Reward condition). However those in a similar condition who were
not told of the outcome of the voting before they made their ratings (Reward
Decision condition), showed as much derogation of the victim they voted to
help as those who had no such opportunity. The crucial factor in the ‘‘ob-
server’’ subjects’ evaluation of the victim was her fate—whether she was to be re-
warded or not—and not whether they chose to vote for her compensation.

Compare this finding with a situation in which subjects were indirectly
responsible for the victims’ being in a shock condition. In that experiment
(Mills & Egger, 1972) they drew the slip which determined the victim’s fate;
half the subjects were instructed midway through to change a dial and reduce
the victim’s suffering. The other half were given the choice of doing the same,
which of course they accepted. As in any familiar ‘‘dissonance’’ situation, only
those subjects in the choice condition did not derogate the victim. They had
chosen to help her, and obviously did not have to feel guilty. In fact, this dero-
gation effect held even when the subjects were led to believe that something
had happened with the machine, so that the victim’s suffering actually in-
creased, thus meaning that their acz of help had not been effective.

In this guilt-inducing situation the victim’s fate was virtually irrelevant.
All that mattered for the subsequent evaluation of the victim was the subjects’
sense of responsibility for harming, and then having chosen to help. When you
compare these results with those of the ‘‘Reward’’ and ‘‘Reward Decision”’
conditions, it is obvious that the psychology of harmdoets is quite different
from that of the “‘innocent’’ witnesses of an injustice.

Regan (1971) employed an entirely different situation, but obtained some
rather remarkable findings which support this conclusion. The subjects in her
study who either witnessed or felt some sense of responsibility for the ruining of
someone’s research were inclined to be altruistic in the next situation. She also
found that, if an interview in which the subjects were encouraged to confess
and be reassured intervened between the injustice and the opportunity to be al-
truistic, there was an important differential effect on her “‘witnesses’” and her
“‘harmdoers.”’ After the interview, the observers remained relatively altruistic,
but the guilty harmdoets were no longer inclined to be of any help. Appar-
ently, as expected, the experience of confession and absolution worked for the
“‘guilty’’ subjects, but had little effect on the witnesses—who were essentially
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concerned with justice for the victim, and not absolution for their own souls.

Mills and Egger’s harmdoers seem to have been equally preoccupied with
their own guilt, and so, after choosing to act on behalf of the victim, they were
relatively unconcerned about her actual fate. It was their guilt-reducing choice
that mattered to them. The innocent observers in the Lerner and Simmons situ-
ation apparently were not at all satisfied by their choice to vote for a better fate
for the victim. What mattered to the observers was the awareness that the vic-
tim’s fate had actually been altered.

Regan (1971), on the basis of her findings, concluded:

Whether the just-world operates at all when one feels responsible for the harm and
whether guilt is ever a factor when one is not at fault are moot points. . . . The two
mechanisms are perhaps distinguished by a shift in the focus of attention. After wit-
nessing unjust suffering, the obsetvers’ attention is focused on other people, on the
sufferer and people like him who deserve better outcomes than they have received.
After causing harm oneself, attention may be focused on oneself and the harmdoer
may be less concerned with alleviating the suffering of the victim and more con-
cerned with reducing his own unpleasant feelings of guilt. (p. 131)

Given the findings described above, which point to distinctly different
processes elicited in a harmdoer versus a witness of an injustice, and the explicit
features of the Lerner and Simmons experimental situation, some provocative
questions come to mind. The foremost of these is, what would have led Cial-
dini ez @/. to attempt to show that the observers’ victim condemnation in the
Lerner-Simmons situation was the result of the desire to reduce guilt feelings
engendered by their complicity in the victim’s suffering?

Some Concluding Thoughts

One possible answer that emerges from all the experiments we have dis-
cussed in this section, is that most of us will not accept the idea that we walk
around with a Pollyanna-like Belief in a Just World, and that this childish fan-
tasy is so important to us that we are capable of condemning innocent victims
in order to hold onto it. The experiments we just reviewed were all designed to
show that this is not the case, that in fact we are actually very sympathetic (em-
pathic?) to innocent victims, and only condemn people who suffer when we
have been tricked by the experimenter into ignoring our true empathic feel-
ings. There are also those investigators who are willing to concede that we may
seem to condemn some victims, sometimes, but (a) only when they ‘‘objective-
ly’” deserve it, or (b) only because we have a tendency to organize our cogni-
tions into harmonious relationships with one another (cognitive balance), or (c)
when we are made to feel guilty, albeit rather indirectly, for everything that
happens in our world, including what happens to the poor victim in someone
else’s experiment.

Regardless of the problems associated with each of these experiments, they
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all begin and end on a relatively comfortable note. By comparison, out belief in
a Just World Theory reminds us not only of our folly and possible cruelty, but
also suggests that the ‘‘just world’’ is a2 myth we invented. Making the theory
explicit forces us to face what we wanr to forget.

Of course, this is all rather wild conjecturing on my part. But, quite ser-
iously, how do we come to terms with the untimely death of innocent children?
How do we come to terms with the way diseases, accidents, natural disasters,
wars, intrude themselves into the lives of people we know and care about? How
do we live with the fact that we are essentially impotent to affect the important
things that happen in our world, the frightening events that are brought home
to us incessantly by the media? Are we totally inured to events like Vietnam,
Northern Ireland, inflation and recession, our inner cities, the pollution of our
environment, and the almost incredible hortror stories which emanated recently
from the seats of economic and political power? Far in advance of the data and
theory, it was my guess that most of us have experienced the thought that ‘it
doesn’t make sense.”” After coming to that realization, we make bargains and
compromises that usually give us some confidence that ‘‘by and large,”” “‘over
the long haul,”” “‘at least for most people’’ in our world, things do work out so
that, if you are the right kind of person and do the right things, you can pretty
much get what you deserve. In any case, I certainly don’t want to be convinced
all over again that it is not, and will not ever be, something like a just world.

If our explanation of this ‘‘Just World’' framing of our lives is valid, then
there are some interesting trends in our society that we should consider next.
According to recently published survey data, Americans have become increas-
ingly distrustful of their government and big business since 1958 (Katz, Gutek,
Kahn, & Barton, 1975). One possible implication of this finding is that, when
confronted with an injustice, people are less likely to believe that, since the
“‘system’’ is good, the victim must have deserved to suffer. Possibly then we
will see considerably less willingness to identify with authority figures, and con-
demn their victims. On the other hand, if it is true that most of us cannot toler-
ate the thought that we live in a random or unjust world, then where will we
turn? In this vein it is probably worth remembering the cautions of Fromm
(1941), Heilbroner (1974), Arendt (1965), and be concerned about the appear-
ance of a ‘‘true believer,”’ authoritarian solution as a way of eliminating a
frightening, possibly intolerable, state of affairs.



CHAPTER 7

Condemning the Victimized

The Meanings of Identification

Before getting back to ‘‘justice,”” let us consider for 2 moment the ironic injus-
tice of denigrating innocent victims. What could lead people to view victims in
a negative light? One possibility might be simply an esthetic reaction. There is
something about the victim that violates our esthetic sense. The victim is ugly
looking, acts in a gross of clumsy manner. Poor people often look ‘‘wrong,”
their clothes, their grooming. They may talk in ways that appear gross or crude
to members of the middle class. They may eat foods, live in dwellings that
arouse feelings of revulsion. And they may smell bad. For most people there is
something repulsive about the sight of someone who is clearly disabled, or dis-
figured (Kleck, 1969; Richardson, Hartof, Goodman, & Dornbusch, 1971).
And, given our tendency to empathize with those who are in great distress,
there is a limit to which even the most saintly among us can tolerate being in
the presence of human misery.

We might add to these elements the fear of losing the freedom to act on
our own behalf (Brehm, 1972), if we respond to the victim’s needs or the guilt
induced by our failure to live up to the internalized standards which dictate
that we help those who are in need (Berkowitz, 1972). And there is also the de-
sire to associate ourselves, in our minds, with people who are successful and
happy (Cooper & Jones, 1969).

89



90 CHAPTER 7

It should be no surprise when we find ourselves and others avoiding vic-
tims, blaming them, viewing them as different and worse, occupants of a separ-
ate world. Add to that the “‘truisms’’ that we learn in our society before we can
think. ‘‘As ye sow, so shall ye reap,”” “‘If they didn’t like living that way, they
would do something about it,”’ **Cleanliness is next to godliness,”” ‘‘Accidents
happen to people who are careless,”” *‘God helps those who help themselves,”’
“*The sins of the father are visited upon the children,”” ““There is just some-
thing wrong with those people—genes, bad blood.”’

If one were to look, however, for a place to begin the search for an under-
standing of how people react to victims, the prime candidate probably would
be some aspect of ‘‘identification’’ with others. The most obvious thoughts
about this issue, for most of us, would be some variant of the idea that we
would not react negatively toward victims if we identified with them. On the
contrary, we would feel compassionate, and try to come to their aid. Conceiv-
ably, we might be somewhat indifferent with respect to the fate of someone
with whom we felt no sense of identification whatsoever. As for condemning
victims, such condemnation, if it ever did occur, would certainly reflect a fail-
ure to identify with them.

Once having stated this, we are left with the task of discovering what we
mean by identification in this context. And a considerable amount of research
and thought has focussed on this question.

Expecting to ‘‘Walk in Their Shoes’’

Chaikin and Darley (1973), for example, cteated a situation in which sub-
jects expected that they would either be a worker, who was to follow a super-
visor’s directions and construct designs in order to win some money, ot a super-
visor, who would give the instructions and pay the worker. They were then ex-
posed to an event prior to entering that situation in which a supervisor ac-
cidently ruined the highly successful efforts of a worker. For half the subjects,
this event was portrayed as having minimal consequences for the worker’s pay-
ment; but the others were led to believe that the accident would cost the worker
everything he had earned.

As one might expect, subjects’ reactions to this event were affected by
whether they anticipated being workers or supervisors. Generally, those who
expected to be workers were inclined to blame the supervisors, rather than
chance or the equipment, for the accident. Most interesting for our purposes
wete the reactions of those who expected to be supervisors. Generally, they
tended to blame the equipment and circumstances for the accident; but when
it was clear that the accident would cost the wotker money he had earned, they
then, in addition, saw the worker in a significantly more negative light, as a
relatively undesirable person. Since all subjects saw the identical scene, it
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appears that the observers’ evaluation of this victim was a function of his fate,
and not of anything that he had or had not done.

It is important to remember that it was only in the condition where ob-
servers expected that they too would be supervisors in the near future that we
find the tendency to derogate the victim. Those observers who believed that
they might be vulnerable workers condemned the inflicter of the undeserved
harm, and not the victim. These findings make good sense in terms of our un-
derstanding of what leads people to feel an “‘identity’’ with the victim and his
fate. ‘‘That could be me.”” And of course this same ptrocess would account for
our identification with the inflicter of the harm. We want to maintain the
image of this apparent harm-doer as essentially blameless.

In a way we have returned to the central quandary that each of us faces
when we become aware of a seemingly flagrant instance of injustice. If we iden-
tify with the inflicter, we are likely to condemn the victim, as a way of main-
taining the inflicter’s integrity. On the other hand, if we have identified with
the victim, then obviously we will blame and condemn the person who *‘caused’”’
the harm.

You and I Are Partners: You Could Not Be Bad!

A relatively subtle illustration of the way the observer’s prior identification
with the victim precludes his derogating that person was provided in the
Stokols and Schopler (1973) experiment discussed eatlier. They found that, if
people expected to interact with a victim in a way which implied a bond of in-
timacy and the sharing of ideas, then they were unlikely to derogate that per-
son.

The subjects in their experiment were all young women, who expected to
engage in a discussion with another female undergraduate concerning ‘‘female
liberation and changing sexual mores.”’ In preparation for that discussion, they
read a case history of a student who had become pregnant and subsequently
miscarried. A few details of the history were varied to create the impression for
some subjects that the entire experience was very distressing, with serious conse-
quences for her future, or that it involved extremely little in terms of suffering
or public disgrace. In addition to the ‘‘severity of consequences,’’ the apparent
cause of the pregnancy was also varied. In one set of conditions, the subjects
were led to believe the girl had been raped by a ‘‘boy she had been dating for
less than a week.’” The other subjects were led to believe the pregnancy resulted
from her careless use of contraceptives while engaging in sexual relations with
her long-term boyfriend. Needless to say, these various instructions were highly
effective in creating the impression of a victim who was either relatively respon-
sible for and deserving of her suffering, or virtually blameless.

Two findings are of particular interest. One is that these young women
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tended to condemn the victim as a function of the severity of her suffering.
When the consequences were severe, she was seen as equally unattractive wheth-
er she was also viewed as primarily responsible for her suffering, or a virtually in-
nocent victim of rape. The derogation of the clearly innocent victim is the theore-
tically important familiar finding. What happened when these women were led
to believe that they would meet and talk with this victim? Apparently, they view-
ed the event in virtually the same way as the subjects who expected to meet with
someone else, including the assignment of blame for the pregnancy. The only
difference, and it is a highly significant one, was that they showed no signs of
derogating the victim. In fact, they seemed to like her rather well, regardless of
who was to blame for what fate. There may be many reasons why the anticipated
meeting and discussion prevent derogation of the victim, including the fact that
it would be dysfunctional to attempt to engage in extended discussion of setious
issues with someone whom you do not like. But what seems to be implied is an
awareness of an interdependence with the victim that may not be felt, or can be
rather easily denied, by observers who are relatively separated from the partici-
pants in the injustice.

We may, at least for the time being, recognize that not only have we
found additional experimental evidence that observers may derogate innocent
victims, but we also have begun to fit together some pieces which are suggestive
of a more complete model of the way people react to victims. The outlines, of
this model portray the individual as electing or being forced to feel a sense of
identity with the victim or the apparent inflicter of the victim’s fate. Of course,
as we will discuss in more detail later, there are at least two other possibilities.
The observer can feel a sense of identity with both the inflicter and the victim,
ot neither. But for now we will concern ourselves with the relatively simple and
probably most frequent portrayal of a serious event as involving a good guy and
a bad guy—a hero and a villain. Even this simple scenario based on the identifi-
cation with one and derogation of the other participant contains many com-
plexities.

“Disidentifying’’ by the Powerless

A very interesting experiment leads us to some impottant questions re-
lated to this issue. Lincoln and Levinger (1972) presented undergraduates with
one of two versions of a photograph of a scene involving a black man and a po-
liceman. In the ‘‘aggressive’’ version, they saw the entire photograph of a
policeman and his dog attacking a black man. In the ‘‘nonaggressive’’ version,
the part of the photograph which revealed the attack was masked out, so that
the subjects merely saw the upper body of the black man and the policeman in
a relatively neutral context. In addition, they were all provided with a com-
munication which set the context for each of the photographs.
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The two communications were similar in length and format, but differed in theme.
In the aggressive condition, the aggressive behavior was portrayed as unjustified; the
message stressed that the victims were peaceful demonstrators, civil rights workers,
and the like. The nonaggression message described the stimulus person in a similar
manner but did not mention either aggression or suffering. (pp. 205-206)

The important data from this experiment are the bipolar adjective ratings
of the black man (Table 15). When the subjects believed that they were simply
participating in a study designed to investigate awareness and memory of com-
plex “‘stimuli,”’ some of which were *‘high-arousing,”’ then they evaluated the
black man more negatively when he was being attacked by the policeman. On
the other hand, if they were told by the experimenters in addition that:

We have agreed with the Commission for the Investigation of Public Behavior to
report our subjects’ opinions to them. The Commission will make this information
available to the people involved in the slides you have seen (p. 206)

then the reverse held. The black man was evaluated more highly when he was
pottrayed as the victim of the policeman’s aggression than in the nonaggression
condition.

There were some interesting additional findings, including the ratings of
the policeman, who was seen as considerably less desirable in the aggressive
than in the nonaggressive condition. However, in the public disclosure condi-
tion, the policeman who attacked the black man was evaluated more highly
than in the private condition (Public X = 64.18, Private X = 56.13; # =
1.99, 176 df).

If we fit this last finding with the variations in the evaluation of the victim,
then it appears quite plausible to conclude that the observers in the public dis-
closure conditions were responsive to the general norms of our society. This
would explain why they were less inclined to evaluate negatively both the vic-
tim @nd the policeman who attacked him. It is also worth noting that these sub-
jects, who were all students, evaluated the black man much more positively
than the policeman in @/ the conditions. Even this preference for the black
man, however, was reduced somewhat in the public condition. When subjects
knew that their responses would be made known to the victim and the perpe-
trator, they were ‘‘reminded’’ of the social norm that people should not dero-

Table 15
Mean Evaluation of Victim?
Aggression Nonaggression
Private 91.78 99.42
Public 94.69 90.09

“Adapted from Lincoln & Levinger (1972).
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gate victims and that generally we are all supposed to react as positively as we
can to other people.

Thete is, of course, at least one other way to interpret these findings, and
that is in terms of ‘‘identification’’ as the mediating process. If we consider the
public disclosure condition as equivalent to providing the observers with the
opportunity to help the victim and punish the policeman, that might explain
why we find no derogation in that condition. The rating is consistent with the
assumption that subjects were ‘‘identified”” with the black man, and appar-
ently when they had the opportunity to act effectively they did so by con-
demning the policeman, and not his victim. If we follow this line of reasoning,
then we must ask what happened to their *‘identification’’ with the black man
when they made their ratings anonymously in the context of a simple psy-
chology experiment. Why did they appear to devalue the black victim? Did
they give up their ‘‘identification’’ with the black man simply because he was a
victim, and there was no possibility of their altering the state of affairs? Could
that happen? What governs whom we identify with, and when and why we
may change these identifications?

The Role of One’s Fate in the Identification Process

The Norm of Social Responsibility

The findings uncovered in two related experiments (Simmons & Letner,
1968) may provide some partial answers to these questions. These experiments
were designed initially as a response to the literature that was developing in the
area of altruistic or prosocial behavior from our perspective: that people have a
need to perceive or create ‘‘justice’’ in their world. One very active line of re-
search at that time was developed by Berkowitz and his students around the
reasonable hunch that there is a prevalent norm in our society which dictates
that people are supposed to help others who are dependent upon them (Berko-
witz, 1972, 1973). Presumably, people in our society know and accept this
“‘norm of social responsibility’’ as a personal value, a more or less ‘‘inter-
nalized’’ rule of conduct. The question of what determines when or if people
will help someone else in need becomes translated into the related issues of
what determines the presence and strength of this norm for the potential bene-
factor, at a particular given time.

Most of the hypotheses generated by this model were tested in a situation
portrayed to subjects as involving tests of supervisory skills. The basic strategy of
this situation was to create the impression in each subject that another student’s
(the supervisor’s) payment would be based upon their efforts as *‘workers’” pet-
forming a rather simple task. Although the subjects thus had power to affect
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their supervisot’s fate, their efforts would produce no extrinsic gains for them-
selves. Their pay was either a standard fee, or absent. As a result, any dif-
ferences in effort—rather directly measured by the number of units produced
in comparison with a base period under neutral motivation conditions—could
be quite reasonably attributed to the subjects’ motivation to help the depend-
ent supervisor.

Of course, as one might have expected, the subjects’ efforts were affected
by other concerns (Lerner & Reavy, 1975); but, nevertheless, the findings gen-
erated in this situation provided good support for the theoretical assumptions
of Bertkowitz and his colleagues, as well as the value of the experimental
paradigm. For example, they were able to show that the subjects’ efforts would
increase measurably as the degree of the supervisor’s dependence on these ef-
forts for his reward increased. Also, this responsiveness to the supervisor’s needs
would appear even when the subjects were led to believe that they were per-
forming under conditions of virtual anonymity, thus indicating a certain degree
of internalization of the norm.

The Effect of Prior Negative or Positive Experience on Willingness
to Meet Normative Demands

Their most interesting hypotheses, however, centered on the effect of the
workers’ immediately prior experience on their performance for the dependent
supervisor. Their reasoning went something like this. If people walk around
with a social responsiveness norm, whether they follow the dictates of the norm
in any given situation or not will depend upon how salient the norm is at that
time, and the extent to which they feel willing to follow its invariably costly dic-
tates, costly in the sense that the norm-follower has to give up doing something
else, and expend efforts that will yield no extrinsic gains. A series of experi-
ments was conducted employing the supervisor-worker situation, to show that
workers who themselves had just previously received help, or had a good experi-
ence in the sense of winning a prize, would show an enhanced willingness to
help a subsequently dependent supervisor, while workers who had been denied
help, or had just experienced the dysphoria of failure at a task, would be less
willing to work for their dependent supervisor (see Berkowitz, 1972, 1973). The
results of these experiments generated mixed and quite equivocal support for
their hypotheses. In some experiments, there was no increment in willingness
to help a supervisor simply because someone else had done so, and rarely were
the investigators able to find the expected decrement in willingness to help be-
cause one had failed or been deprived of help (Berkowitz & Connor, 1966;
Goranson & Berkowitz, 1966). Subsequent research in various paradigms with
both adults and children has continued to generate quite mixed and theore-
tically confusing results concerning the effects of prior experiences of
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“positive”’ or ‘‘negative’’ affect on prosocial behavior (Cialdini, Darby, &
Vincent, 1973; Freedman, Wallington, & Bless, 1967; Isen, 1970; Isen &
Levin, 1972). Although it is possible to explain away and integrate some of
these inconsistencies, what remains rather surprising is that quite opposite ef-
fects and hypotheses are offered out of the same general set of assumptions in-
volving social learning and the effect of reinforcements.

It has taken me some time, but I now understand somewhat better what
these people are talking about. It is probably true that, when I am feeling very
cranky, upset, bothered, I am less likely to do someone a little favor, or even
notice their presence, unless they break through my private ruminations. I may
even go through something like an autistically based frustration-aggression se-
quence, where I find myself venting my anger on the #ex? person who inter-
rupts, appears vulnerable, makes a demand on me for anything. And, on the
other hand, if something very nice has just happened to me, the ‘‘rosy glow’’
may carry over, so that I am more likely to feel warmly and act magnanimously
toward other people—while the glow lasts. These reactions seem very familiar
to me, and fit the way others act.

But, if one thinks about it for a moment, most of these effects seem to ap-
pear in relatively trivial, brief human encounters—the kind of generosity ot
stinginess which is usually associated with nothing more setious than gracious,
mannetly, courteous behavior—or a bit of nastiness. To be sure, there probably
are many norms which prescribe that we act like nice, decent citizens, and treat
each other with courtesy, and help one another when we are in need. And it is
quite reasonable to subsume these norms under the general rubric of *‘social re-
sponsibility.”” However, when one leaves the domain of norms prescribing gen-
tlemanly or gentlewomanly conduct as a variant of the earlier rules concerning
‘‘noblesse oblige,”” what becomes clear is that there is a very important quali-
fication—at least in our culture—on this obligation to help others. It may be a
wonderful act of nobility, saintliness, to help others regardless or in spite of
their worthiness; however, the powerful normative prescription is that we must
intervene on behalf of those who ‘‘deserve’” our help. There is unequivocal evi-
dence from the structure of our major social institutions to document the cen-
trality of this issue of deserving in the allocation of resources. Whether or not
people are helped through a social agency or through judicial dectee, this help
is based upon their demonstrated degree of deservingness. The terrible truth is
that we spend grand fortunes on procedures to insute that we, as a society,
come to the aid of only those who are truly innocent of any culpability for their
state of dependency. And, for whatever it may be worth, there are also suf-
ficient experimental data available which document the general principle that
people are moved to come to the aid of innocent victims, and are relatively in-
different to the needs of those whose dependency was caused by the victim’s
own behavior or character (Berkowitz & Daniels, 1963; Braband & Lerner,
1975; Schopler & Matthews, 1965).



CONDEMNING THE VICTIMIZED 97

Also, if one takes the evidence at face value, it appears that one very strong
source of the willingness to engage in concerted, costly, even dangerous efforts
on behalf of others who are in need is the experience of personal victimization,
of having been treated unjustly oneself. There are possibly many reasons other
than the need to generate additional evidence that one lives in a just world that
this is the case, but the observation is a familiar one. Certainly one of the most
commonly cited examples is the proportion of Jews who are to be found work-
ing actively for the rights and dignity of other minorities.

The Importance of ‘‘Deservingness’’ in the Norm of Social Responsibility

With thoughts such as these in mind, Carolyn Simmons and I designed an
experiment to illustrate the importance of the theme of deserving in altruistic
behavior (Simmons & Lerner, 1968). We wanted to use the same experimental
situation that Berkowitz and his students had employed, in order to show that a
particular kind of prior negative experience would elicit strong motivation to
help a dependent supervisor, the experience of being treated unjustly in a
similar context. And also that the workers in that situation would be influenced
by the ‘‘deservingness’’ of their supervisor. We expected that those subjects
who had been made sensitive to issues of deserving by their own mistreatment
would be most responsive to information concerning the deservingness of the
dependent supervisor.

The basic procedure we employed was thus virtually the same one used by
Berkowitz (Berkowitz & Connor, 1966; Berkowitz & Daniels, 1963). The sub-
jects were led to believe that there would be two supervisor-work sessions. De-
pending upon the draw of lots, one could be a supervisor, a worker, or work
alone in a control condition. It was arranged so that subjects for the first session
were assigned to be either supervisors or controls. As supervisors, they had to
write instructions to the worker in the next room, so that he could, on the basis
of the written communications, create checkerboards out of sheets of different
colored paper. All the participants were informed that, for every square pasted
correctly during the work period, the supervisor would be paid five cents. Not-
mally, the workers were able on the average to do enough work to earn the
supervisors approximately one dollar. The control subjects simply worked alone
during this first session, and were paid 25¢ for their efforts.

All of the subject supervisors were given one of two experiences. Those as-
signed to the Rewarded condition were led to believe that their worker had
done enough work for them to be paid considerably more than average, $1.75.
By contrast, we tried to create a quite different experience for those assigned to
the Fail-Betrayed condition. After completing their instructions, these super-
visors wete shown their workers’ efforts after the practice session of five min-
utes, for which, of course, there was no payment. The worker had apparently
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understood the instructions very well, and had time to read the instructions and
correctly cut out and paste eight squares. At the suggestion of the experi-
menter, the “‘supervisor’’ then sent a form note to the worker to continue the
good work. After the ‘‘work’’ session of 10 minutes the experimenter returned
and showed the supervisor that the worker had pasted only five squares, which
entitled him to 25¢. Five squares! Even though the worker had twice as long as
the practice session when, besides everything else, he had done eight squares.

Following that, all the subjects were led to believe that, according to the
second draw, they would be workers in the next session. They also learned, in-
advertently, about the previous fate of their ‘‘supervisor.”’ One third of the
subjects were led to beliewe that their supervisor had been a control or inde-
pendent worker, and had earned 25¢ in the first session. Another third learned
that their supervisor had also been a supervisor in the first session, and had
earned $1.75 (Rewarded). The remaining subjects were given similar informa-
tion, except for the prior fate of their supervisor, who had earned 25¢ (Fail-
Betrayed).

The main dependent variable was the number of units produced by each
of these subjects for their supervisors. This time they made envelopes instead of
pasting checker boards, and, rather than a particular amount of pay for each
unit, their efforts would enable their supervisor to be eligible for a large bonus,
to be paid at the end of the semester. Additional measutes assessed some of
their perceptions of their two partners and their reactions to the situation.

What then would you expect to find? First, let us look at some of the rat-
ings of the subjects who had been supervisors in the first session (Table 16). It is
apparent that the subjects’ reactions were in line, for the most part, with the
experiences we had created for them. Those in the Fail-Betrayed condition
rated their partners as less adequate workers, and were less willing to participate
again with the same partner, or have that person as a roommate, than were
those subjects who were led to believe that their workers had earned them
much more than average pay. Not quite in line with expectations was the fact
that both experimental conditions yielded high ratings for enjoyment of the
supervisor role.

For the most part, then, we had good empirical reasons to support our im-
pressions that the experimental manipulations had the expected effect. With
that in mind, we can now look at the measure of the main dependent variable,
the amount of work subjects did for their supervisor in the second situation
(Table 17).

The analysis produced a significant interaction between the two independ-
ent variables. There were no main effects, and the only cells which are signifi-
cantly different from one another in number of units produced are those with
means of 14 and 19. In effect, we can say that those workers who had been re-
warded in the previous situation were the ones who expended the most effort
on behalf of their dependent supervisor, who had been payed very little during
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Table 16
Summary Table of Mean Responses and Analysis of Variance
of Supervisor Questionnaire?

Study I
M responses Analysis of variance
Partner
Partner fail-
rewarded betrayed Source ar MS F
1. “How would you  10.58 5.17  Partner’s fate 1 364.227 219.018°
rate your partner Error 48 1.663
as a worker?’’
2. “Willingness to 10.46 5.81  Partner’s fate 1 268.416 57.219°
participate again Error 48 4.691
with same part-
ner’”’
3. ""How much did 10.04 10.22  Partner’s fate 1
you enjoy being Error 48
a supervisor rather
than a worker?’’
4. “Willingness to 7.79 5.82  Partner’s fate 1 48.423 11.099%
have partner as a Error 48 4.363

roommate’’

“From Simmons & Lerner (1968).

bp < 005,
‘p < .001.

the first session. On the other hand, those subjects who been betrayed initially,
or who had worked alone as controls, produced considerably more if their
present supervisor had been previously highly rewarded, than if he had earned
only 25 cents, presumably due to betrayal by his previous worker.

All of this is strange. To be sure, the behavior of the previously highly re-
warded worker can be explained somewhat if one assumes that the effect of the
high pay was to create the impression in the subjects that they were being over-
paid, inequitably. And thus they were made more sensitive to issues of ‘‘equit-
able’’ ot just treatment (Adams, 1965). But that is as far as we can go with that
““theoty.”” And certainly, this pattern of findings is beyond that which anyone
could generate plausibly from the assumptions associated with the ‘‘norm of
social responsibility.”” Even the latter more sophisticated version which incot-
porates some of the assumptions of reactance theory (Berkowitz, 1973) would
fare little better.

The best hunch we could come up with to explain these findings went
something like this. The rewarded subjects may have been exhibiting a no-
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Table 17
Number of Envelopes Completed in Work Period®
Study 1

M cell values

Other’s fate

Subject’s fate Rewarded Fail-betrayed Control
Rewarded 15.75 19.88 18.50
Fail-betrayed 19.60 14.25 17.50
Control 19.33 14.88 16.00

“From Simmons & Lerner (1968).

blesse oblige or good citizen response, or reflecting an overcompensation-
induced guilt. Overall, they were the least surprising and least interesting to us.
The fact that both the fail-betrayed and control subjects exhibited the same
pattern of great effore for the previously highly paid, and minimal effort for the
previously poorly paid, supervisor, seemed important. Is it possible that these
subjects, regardless of their own immediately prior experiences, interpreted in-
formation about the supervisor’s prior earnings and fate as valid and compel-
ling evidence concerning his personal merit as a supervisor? One bit of addi-
tional evidence tended to support this hunch. At the end of the second session,
the subjects completed a second set of ratings. Only one of those produced sig-
nificant differences among the conditions. ‘‘“Would you want your partner
from this task as a roommate?’’ The reactions to this completely hypothetical
question were as follows:

Table 18

Wotker Question 9: Study I ‘“Would You Want Partner
from This Task as a Roommate?’*

M cell values

Other’s fate

Subject’s fate Rewarded Fail-betrayed Control
Rewarded 7.50 6.75 7.88
Fail-betrayed 8.20 7.63 8.00
Control 8.11 6.33 8.63

®From Simmons & Lerner (1968).
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The only significant effect was produced by the supervisor’s prior fate. The pre-
viously low-paid supervisor (Fail-Betrayed) was seen as less desirable than the
others. There was no significant interaction with the prior fate of the subject.

This was all highly speculative, but it began to make sense. The subjects
attributed responsibility to their supervisors for their prior fate, and then
tailored their reactions to fit this attribution. Not only did they not work very
hard for a previously poorly paid supervisor, but they found him a significantly
less desirable person. It is interesting to speculate as to why they acted that way.
Was it a simple matter of the rather dispassionate processing of the best in-
formation available, the prior fate of the supervisor? After all, they knew vir-
tually nothing else about him, except for general peer status. Or was it some-
how more motivated as an expression of some other agenda that the subjects
were working out? After all, why did not the Fail-Betrayed subjects use know-
ledge of their own experience as a basis from which to view and understand
what had happened to their supervisor? It seemed, instead, as if they ignored
how they had been treated. But we already know from the quite different pat-
terns exhibited by the previously rewarded subjects that the prior experience
was not completely trivial, that it did make a difference. Is it possible that the
subjects, in spite of all of our efforts to the contrary, interpreted their own prior
fate as *‘deserved,”’ so that they actually did not see themselves as ‘betrayed’’?
Had we underestimated the extent to which people want to believe that every-
one gets what they deserve?

To test some of these notions, we did a second experiment, which differed
only slightly from the procedure employed in the first. We wanted there to be
little opportunity for any subject to believe that this prior fate had been ‘‘de-
served.”’ To do that, we introduced the device of the experimenter’s objective
appraisal of the subject’s instructions while performing as a supervisor. All sub-
jects were given the next to top rating, but their total pay remained the same as
in the first experiment, presumably because of the appropriately poor or superb
efforts of their workers. The subjects’ subsequent efforts for their supervisors
were much more understandable; overall, the subjects did the least amount of
work on behalf of the previously highly rewarded supervisor, and most for the
one who had earned less than average (see Table 19). Primarily it was those sub-
jects who themselves had been fail-betrayed who exhibited the maximum effort
on behalf of a supervisor who similarly had been poorly paid. Needless to say,
in this second experiment there was no evidence of dislike of the supetvisor who
had previously received little pay.

Some Obvious and Not So Obvious Conclusions

What can we infer, then, from these two experiments? Certainly, the sub-
jects’ response to their partner’s dependency was affected by their own prior
fate (see Berkowitz, 1972, 1973), but this reaction was also shaped by the in-
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Table 19
Number of Envelopes Made in Work Period*
Study I

M cell values

Other’s fate
Subject’s fate Rewarded Fail-betrayed Control
Rewarded 14.50 14.75 14.66
Fail-betrayed 13.25 21.25 16.66
Control 9.67 15.43 16.50

%From Simmons & Lerner (1968).

formation they had concerning the prior fate of their dependent supervisor.
Certainly there were no simple effects attributable to the salience and willing-
ness to respond to the dictates of a ‘‘norm of responsibility.”” The rewarded
subjects were not generally more willing to help their supervisor than those who
had a neutral or negative experience (Berkowitz & Connor, 1966; Goranson &
Berkowitz, 1966). Nor was the amount of help offered simply a function of the
degree of need and dependency (Berkowitz & Daniels, 1963). Although there
were certainly unexpected surprises, as in the first experiment, the data taken as
a whole make reasonably good sense. The subjects seemed to tailor their efforts
to fit the relative deserving of the person who was dependent upon them.

Actually, the more one thinks about it, the mote obvious becomes a set of
data which illustrates that people will tailor their efforts on another person’s
behalf to fit what that person deserves. Any reasonably competent member of
our society knows that this is the case. Not only do people actually behave that
way for the most part, but it represents a norm, a rule of conduct, which is vir-
tually a *‘given’’ bedrock truism in our culture. Any deviation from that rule
would be sufficiently remarkable to demand an additional explanation in terms
of some special agenda or private relationship between donor and recipient.

So much for the obvious; what is less well understood, and considerably
more intriguing, is the way the subjects in this experiment decided who de-
served what. If we set aside the improbable possibility that the subjects were re-
sponding primarily in terms of experimenter-induced demands, then the first
experiment becomes considerably more interesting than the theoretically suc-
cessful second one. The surprising reactions of the Fail-Betrayed subjects are
particularly provocative. Not only were they more likely to exert greater effort
on behalf of a previously highly rewarded supervisor than one who had earned
the same lousy pay as they had in the first session, but they also showed some-
what more liking for the previously rewarded supervisor than for the one who
had shared their fate.
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One plausible explanation for the behavior of the Fail-Betrayed subjects
in the first experiment is that they actually blamed themselves, although prob-
ably not exclusively, for their fate, that their worker only pasted enough squares
to earn them 25¢. Even if they did not accept blame for their own fate, and
held their ‘‘lazy’’ worker totally responsible, they certainly did not seem to
generalize from this interpretation of what happened to them to an explana-
tion of why their supervisor in the second session had previously earned the
same small sum.

Why did they not see the supervisor who had received only 25¢ in the first
session as having been betrayed by Ais worker? Because they didn’t believe that
they had been mistreated by their worker? Because they suspected that they
had, but didn’t want to believe it? Why was 1t necessary to drive home the ob-
vious and seemingly most comfortable interpretation of their expetiences with
the relatively bludgeoning procedure we employed in the second experiment?
After all, it was made ‘‘clear’’ to them in the first experiment that their worker
was fully capable of performing the requisite acts. The only interpretation at all
reasonable for his poor productivity in the work session was that he did not
want to exert himself, not even as much as the average worker did. The facts
stacked up quite clearly. The subject had done his job well enough, his worker
decided to do considerably less than average for him. But if the Fail-Betrayed
subjects in the first experiment saw it this way, then why did they exert so much
effort on behalf of their own supervisor when he had already been overre-
warded, but do so little for, think so little of, someone who had also received
less than average?

Mysterious? Maybe not. But there was something ‘‘fishy”’ going on. What
comes to mind immediately, at least by simple association, is the resemblance
between these effects and what we found in the experiment which employed a
““fortuitous’’ assignment of large pay to one worker, while his partner received
nothing (Lerner, 1965). In that experiment, the information about the assign-
ment of payment led the observing subjects to invent or find evidence which
““justified’’ the workers’ highly discrepant fates. The lucky one was ‘‘seen’” as
actually having performed better. One obvious difference between the subjects
in that experiment and the Fail-Betrayed subjects in this one is that we have
some reason to believe that the outcome-induced attributions were being made
by subjects about themselves as well as their supervisors. Why would not these
subjects elect what appeared to be the most *‘rational’” explanation, especially
since it would be self-esteem maintaining or enhancing?



CHAPTER 8

The Assignment of Blame

What this all points to is the need to examine what we know and do not know
about the way people assign causal blame, i/ we want to understand how
people react to the fate of others, to those who are apparently in need. Up to
this point, we have looked at some evidence concerning the way a person’s need
to believe he lives in a just wotld affects the way he assigns causal blame to peo-
ple for their fate. Presumably, the person wants to believe that others, especially
those who are suffering and deprived, merited their fate by virtue of something
they did or failed to do, or the kind of person they are.

Also, whatever future dangers may inhere in distortions generated by the
“‘just world”’ constructions which fit people to their fate, they have the quality
of being multiply self-serving, at least on a short-term basis. The observer who
sees a victim’s fate as entirely deserved need not feel frustrated or experience
any conflicts concerning the potentially costly consequences of intervention.
There is no implicit threat to the image of one’s self as a good citizen for failure
to intervene, no sense of impotence at being unable to compensate the victim
and punish the inflicter of the injustice, no reason to risk one’s safety or desired
resources to restore justice. All of that can be avoided, circumvented, by the
simple device of finding or inventing reasons why everyone got what they de-
served.

What we are forced to consider now is the possibility that people will make
these fate-linked attributions even when they are emotionally costly, including
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self-blame for a *‘bad’’ outcome. And what makes it more interesting and puz-
zling is that these seemingly self-punitive attributions also appear to be *‘irra-
tional.”’ They are not at all required or forced upon the person by a reasoned
analysis of the best available data.

The Effects of Outcome on Attribution of Responsibility

Fortuitous Reward and Self-Blame

A more recent conceptual replication and extension of the fortuitous-
reward experiment provides another illustration of this effect. Apsler and Fried-
man (1975) had subjects construct designs with a ‘‘magnetic play kit’’ as the
initial task in a two-part experiment. Subjects were informed that some of them
as part of the experimental procedure would be assigned a reward of an *‘extra
hour credit’’ as a form of reinforcement subsequent to this initial task, while
others would receive no reward. These subjects, as well as others who were as-
signed the role of observing them at the task, rated their performance. The re-
sults showed that both the performing subjects and the unaffected observers
rated the ‘‘rewarded’’ subjects as having performed better than those who re-
ceived no reward. Presumably, the subjects, including those who were full par-
ticipants in the event and were directly affected by the “‘fortuitous’’ assign-
ment of rewards, construed the worth of their efforts to match the outcome
they were assigned. Why did the subjects who received no reward rate their own
performance as somewhat less adequate than those who were assigned the extra
credit? There are a number of plausible answers that come to mind, not the
least of which is that some or most of them thought the experimenters, al-
though they said nothing explicit to that effect, would do the most reasonable
thing, and assign rewards on the basis of performance, rather than chance.
That’s usually the way things are done in our society. And there is some evi-
dence from an internal analysis of other ratings to support this explanation.

And that is one class of answers that must be taken seriously. People assign
causal blame to themselves and other people on the basis of their analysis and
processing of the information they have available. In its barest outlines, it is
just as simple as that. We all were taught and learned some fairly sophisticated
principles of cause and effect, which we apply to the events that happen around
us (Heider, 1958; Kelley, 1973). What may appear to be an error or distortion
occurs when the machinery generates the “‘wrong’’ answer because it was fed
insufficient or ‘‘misleading’’ data. The process though is quite ‘‘rational,”’ or
at least an understandable application of a set of information-processing prin-
ciples (Brewer, 1977).

A number of the subjects in this experiment on the basis of their prior ex-
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perience assumed that it was quite natural for experimenters to assign rewards
on the basis of performance. Once the subjects were presented the information
about the rewards and were asked to rate performance, they made the obvious
inference that rewards indicate good performance. This image of the subject as
a detached processor of information in the assignment of responsibility is cet-
tainly compatible with the relatively trivial nature of the event, five minutes of
rather enjoyable effort associated with the assignment of an unanticipated and
possibly unneeded ‘‘extra credit’’ for participating in the experiment.

Although one can’t be sure without additional information, it is doubtful
that the subjects were terribly aroused by anything that happened in the situa-
tion. They simply went about their business of ttying to make sense out of what
was happening, given the information they had at hand. In this case, it was a
matter of making one’s best guess that people who are assigned a reward sub-
sequent to working at a task were probably better wotkers than those who were
not given the extra credit.

The answers to the general questions which began this discussion are be-
ginning to take shape somewhat along these lines. People ‘‘identify’’ with and
try to help victims who, on the basis of the best information available, appear
to be worthy of help by virtue of their innocence, lack of culpability for their
fate, and high personal worth. Think about it for a moment. In order to keep
your job—to put food in your mouth and a car in your garage—you have to
perform up to snuff. And it took a great deal of past effort, sweat, and skill to
get the job you have today. Knowing all that, if you see someone who is clearly
poor, what is your best bet about why that person is hungry and what kind of
“‘person’’ he ot she is? You may want to continue or qualify your analysis to in-
clude more sophisticated notions based upon what you ‘‘know’’ of the effects
of early experience, the modeling of parents, the effects of social barriers, but
essentially you are still simply making your best bet, based upon the causal
schemes you have learned to apply to the information you have available (Kel-
ley, 1973).

Detached versus Involved Participation

A surprising number of studies which illustrate that people try to make
sense out of what happens to themselves and to others have appeared in the lit-
erature in one guise or another. One such illustration that people can be quite
sensible, at times, was generated in a study which gave undergraduates vig-
nettes to read about another student (Shaw & Skolnick, 1971). Supposedly, Jim
wanted to complete a lab assignment in his required chemistry course, so he
could leave early for Christmas vacation. He went into the lab on his own, and
while following the instructions he mixed two chemicals, and there was an ac-
cident. The experimental conditions were created by varying the outcome of
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the accident. In one case the accident created an offensive odor, in another a
pleasant odor, in a third on explosion, and in a fourth a major discovery. Stu-
dents then responded to questions designed to assess how responsible they
thought Jim was for what happened, how they viewed Jim, the accident, and
their relation to him.

The main finding of this experiment was that subjects tended to ascribe
more responsibility to Jim for the accident when the event was associated with
one of the odors, and they found Jim least responsible, and felt it was most
likely a result of chance, when he produced a ‘‘major discovery.’” Clearly, it is
not necessary to assume that these findings were generated by very complex
processes. The subjects simply reckoned, quite reasonably, that it is racher com-
monplace to create odots in laboratories when one fools with chemicals, but ex-
plosions and major discoveries are not associated casually with undergraduates
following lab instructions—something else must have *‘caused’’ the event, and
typically we consider these rare inexplicable contingencies fluke accidents.
These rational judgments seem most likely to occur when the whole matter is so
removed from us that we really don’t care a great deal about what happened or
why.

But what happens if we begin to get involved emotionally with what is
going on? It is probable that the Fail-Betrayed workers in Simmons and Lerner
(1968) cared somewhat about what was going on at the time. I am less con-
vinced that in the seemingly less involving Apsler and Friedman study (1975)
cither the winners or losers, participants or observers, cared much about the
extra credit. Are there any differences in the way people assign causal blame, in
the way they process information, in the way they react to their own or other
people’s fate, when the consequences are serious enough to be emotionally in-
volving, rather than relatively trivial, events in their lives?

With these questions in mind, we can look at a rather brave experiment
which provides a most tantalizing set of findings for those of us who are intet-
ested in how and why people assign blame. On the basis of pretesting, Jones
and Aronson (1973) established that a sample of undergraduates at the Uni-
versity of Texas would view a woman who was a divorcee as less respectable than
either one who was a virgin or married and presumably not a virgin. Using this
information, they created a simulated jury situation where subjects responded
to a series of issues associated with a young woman (described as either married,
unmarried virgin, or divorcee) who had either been raped or saved from the
consummation of the rape by the police, who arrived on the scene in the nick of
time. The written description of the event was essentially the same for all the
subjects, and it went as follows:

Following a night class at the University, Judy Wyatt walked across campus toward
her car, which was parked two blocks off the Drag. (See police description of the vic-
tim, below.) The defendant, Charles Engels, was walking across the Mall in the same
direction as the victim and began to follow her. (See police description of the de-
fendant, below.)
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For the rape condition, the case account concluded:

Less than a block from the victim's car, the defendant accosted the victim and a
struggle resulted in which the defendant stripped and sexually assaulted the victim.
A passerby heard the victim’s screams and phoned the police who arrived to appre-
hend the defendant within a few minutes after he had completed his sexual assault.

For the attempted rape condition, the case account concluded:

Less than a block from the victim’s car, the defendant accosted the victim and a
struggle resulted in which the defendant stripped the victim. A passetby heard the
victim'’s screams and phoned the police who arrived to apprehend the defendant just
before he was able to begin his intended sexual assault. (p. 416)

The simulated jury context enabled the experimenters to assess the extent
to which the subjects wanted to punish the defendant—a 26-year-old garage
mechanic—as a function of the severity of his crime, and the respectability of
his victim. They found significant effects for both these independent variables.
The defendent was sentenced by the subjects to a longer prison term if the rape
was consummated rather than only attempted, and given a shorter sentence for
the very same criminal act if the victim was a divorcee, rather than a virgin or a
married woman. That seems to fit what one would expect if one were to assume
that the subjects were processing the information available by generalizing
from past experiences and common wisdom. Most of us might be less punitive
toward the defendant who raped a divorcee, rather than a virgin or a married
woman, because we would be more likely to believe that the less respectable di-
vorcee did something to elicit the crime. That makes sense, given the more or
less conscious stereotype of the ‘‘divorcee’” that we have picked up from our
culture.

It may make sense, but there is good evidence that this was not what hap-
pened at all. The subjects’ responses to the question of ‘‘How much do you
consider the crime to be the victim’s fault?’’ revealed a significant difference
among the conditions, but not in the direction of our ‘‘common sense’’ predic-
tion. As it happened, the married and virginal victim elicited greater blame for
the crime than did the less respectable divorcee! To be sure, we are dealing here
with degrees of very small differences on an absolute scale, but these differences
were reliable, and must be taken seriously.

Of coutse, it is obvious that, depending upon how the issues were framed
for the subject, one could find just the opposite results, and what everyone
knows would be confirmed by the ratings. One experiment, however, which
went so far as to vaty respectability of the rape victim by portraying her as a
Catholic nun, or a topless-bottomless dancer, also had difficulty getting sub-
jects to produce the expected commonsense result (Smith, Keating, Hester, &
Mitchell, 1976). For example, their subjects assigned greater responsibility to a
victim when she had no prior acquaintance with her attacker, than when she
had known him before.
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If we accept these findings of Jones and Aronson as valid, though obvious-
ly limited in as yet unknown ways by both method and sample, the important
issue is, what do they mean? We can make at least two different sets of assump-
tions that are relevant to our purposes. One is that the subjects cared about the
rape case, and they were trying to come to terms with its implications for their
own goals and values. It was real and engaging for them. And the other is that
the subjects were only trying to fit together the pieces of an event from which
they were rather removed, emotionally—detached processers of information.

To the extent that we believe the former is true than the findings offer an
interesting elaboration of the way the concern with justice colors people’s
reactions to events in their world. Both experimental variables were designed
to influence the severity of crime—the degree of injustice involved. Ap-
parently the subjects assigned punishment to the offender in proportion
to the amount of harm he had done, the extent of the injustice. The as-
sault on the divorcee presumably was less despicable, created less undeserved
suffering, than the same fate inflicted on someone of more sterling virtues, and
so the criminal was given a somewhat lighter sentence, to punish him for the
amount of harm he had done. However, punishing the inflicter of an injustice
does not remove the threat engendered by the awareness of such a heinous
crime, especially one to which all women are potentially vulnerable. The threat
of this potential vulnerability must be considerably greater when one learns
that the victim is a quite respectable person, someone who is least likely to “‘de-
serve’’ the terrible fate of a rape assault by virtue of something she has done, or
by the kind of person she is. The implicit question raised by this event is *‘if it
can happen to someone like her, as innocent and respectable as she is, then who
is safe from such an awful fate?’’ The subjects then attempt to reduce this
threat by persuading themselves that this particular victim must have done
something to elicit the attack.

It is also conceivable that the subjects confronted with these circumstances
feel no sense of threat; they simply may be more puzzled by the sexual assault
when it involves a virgin or a married woman. The subjects may believe that it
is more unusual for someone who is highly respectable to allow herself to be in
a position of vulnerability to an attack; according to our common wisdom, it is
statistically more of an exception to the general class of expected events than if
the victim were a divorcee. Is it not quite natural, then, to assume that such a
relatively rare event must reveal something unique about this particular respec-
table victim? Clearly she must have done something untoward, exceptional, to
elicit this unusual fate. Thart conclusion follows, then, from a reasonable an-
alysis of the evidence available, and what most of us assume about causal
schemas. Kelly (1973) has noted a general tendency for people to employ mul-
tiple causal explanations for relatively extreme rare events. This would be such
an example. The rarity of the rape of a highly respectable person leads the
observer to assume that more than one factor was responsible. Not only the at-



THE ASSIGNMENT OF BLAME 111

tacker, but also to some extent the victim’s behavior, must have played a part.

Certainly, without more direct evidence concerning the mediating pro-
cesses, both of these explanations remain somewhat removed from the specific
findings. It is worth noting, however, that the commonsense, rational informa-
tion-processing approach to these issues is not at all simple or straightforward
The most obvious prediction on the basis of ‘‘common sense’’ would be that, if
any victim were assigned some blame for her tetrible fate, it would have been
the least respectable divorcee. Most of us would have bet on that prediction,
and been dead wrong.

The Appearance of ‘‘Primitive’’ Attribution Processes

Apparently the rules which people employ in attributing causation do not
follow necessarily what most of us think we do. We are not that logical or so-
phisticated in the way we process the information to judge cause and effect
(Nisbett & Wilson, 1977). Why not? Is it simply a matter of the quirks in the
cognitive processes by which the information is attended to and processed
(Ross, 1977; Ross & DiTecco, 1975)? People tend to be overly influenced in
their judgments by one kind of information rather than another, and under
certain circumstances they are more likely to attend to one kind of information
to the exclusion of others. These answers are, of course, a more sophisticated
elaboration of the ‘‘information-processing’’ model of causal attribution. We
will have mote to say about these issues later.

For the time being, we will assume that, for the most part, people are rea-
sonably good at assessing cause and effect or certainly as good as they need to be
in order to function adequately in the physical and social world. Most adults
understand the difference between proximal and distal causes; between con-
tributing, necessary, and sufficient causes; between accidently “‘causing’’ an
event which was completely unforeseeable, or causing a foreseeable outcome by
some act of negligence, or intentionally causing something to happen. Kelley
(1973) and others (Heider, 1958; Jones, Kanouse, Kelley, & Nisbett, 1971)
have described very well the naive psychology whereby we discover and attri-
bute causation for human events.

We can add to this reasonably sane, objective image the realization that
people often seem to color ‘‘whom’’ they blame for “‘what’’ in ways which ap-
pear to be self-serving. Although the experimental evidence is less compelling
than one might expect (Miller & Ross, 1975), most of us are ready to admit that
we are as human as the next person, and so we are more willing to accept credit
for ourselves and those we care about when something good happens, and
much more likely to claim it was an unavoidable accident or the fault of the
other ‘‘bad’’ guys, when things go wrong. The mechanisms and processes
which might account for this bias may be more complicated or even totally dif-
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ferent than we typically suppose (Ross & DiTecco, 1975). But its presence is so
well established in our culture that it is 2an important factor in the functioning
of our most important institutions. It is difficult to imagine two more promi-
nent concerns of social man than the desire to maintain or to enhance one’s
self-esteem and public image.

Our most solid predictions, then, are that in any given situation, people
will assign causal responsibility in ways that are normatively considered sensible
and rational in out society; and if they deviate from a normatively sound cause-
and-effect analysis, ¢ i&s almost certain to be in the service of making them look
and feel good.

With these predictions in mind, let us take a look at some more data to see
how well they fit.

Who Is to Blame in a Chain of Causation?

In one experiment, Lerner and Matthews (1967) had two undergraduates
appear for each experimental session, presumably to participate in a study of
human learning. When they arrived, they learned that the experiment ‘re-
quired’’ that one of them receive severe electric shocks for each error made in a
paired-associate learning task, while the other would be given either neutral
feedback or 25 cents for each correct answer, and no shocks whatsoever. They
were informed, as well, that, for purposes of experimental control, the role as-
signment had to be a matter of chance. There was a bowl with two folded slips
of paper designating each of the two conditions. The subjects were then taken
to their separate rooms to complete some preliminary tasks, and while they
were separated the experimenter introduced the experimental variations.

For one third of the subjects (Self Picks First), the experimenter entered
the room and announced that, since they had arrived first (or last), they would
draw their slip out of the bowl first. Since the two slips in the bowl both desig-
nated the desirable condition, these subjects believed that they would be in the
desirable condition; they were also allowed to infer that the other subject would
therefore be in the shock condition. Another third of the subjects was led to be-
lieve that the other subject picked first (Other Picks First), and were offered the
one slip remaining in the bowl; to their visible relief, it had ‘‘control’” written
on it, which meant by clear implication that the other person had drawn the
shock-designating slip. And, of course, there was a control condition where
there was no mention of either of the two subjects receiving shocks.

Three measures were taken from the subjects before they were given a full
explanation of the true purpose of the experiment and engaged in a general
discussion of their reactions to it. One of these was an assessment of the as-
signment of ‘‘primary responsibility’’ for their and the other subjects’ fates.
The second was a measure of their evaluation of the attributes of the other per-
son in the experiment. And the third was an indirect measure of the desire to
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help the other person, taken by informing the subjects that they would have to
vacate their room while waiting for their training session to begin. Just prior to
this information, subjects were allowed to overhear the other subject telling the
experimenter that she was very frightened, and did not like waiting alone. The
subjects were simply offered the choice of going to a library room with maga-
zines and waiting alone, or going to the room where the other subject was
waiting.

The results were rather interesting (see Table 20). The majority of subjects
assigned primaty responsibility to the person who drew the determining slip of
papet. In the Fates Independent condition, they assigned primary responsibili-
ty to themselves for their own fate, and to the other subjects for theirs. When
the others drew the first slip, they assigned primary responsibility to them for
both fates. Similarly, when they drew the first slip, they assigned primary re-
sponsibility to themselves for their respective fates. The subjects’ evaluation of
the other person was assessed by the same procedure employed in most of the
“‘victim’’ experiments (see Lerner & Simmons, 1966). They described the kind
of impression the other person created on the highly evaluative bipolar adjec-
tive scales (Table 21). Their ratings of the ‘‘average’’ college student were sub-
tracted from the ratings of the other subject. A minus scote indicates that the
average student was assigned more positive attributes. It appears from the data
that the subjects devalued the others’ attributes when they picked first, and
enhanced their own attributes when the other drew the first slip. The Fates In-
dependent condition seemed to yield results comparable to the condition
where there was no shock involved at all. A rather remarkable set of findings is
revealed in Table 22. The overwhelming majority of subjects in both the Self
Picks First and Other Picks First conditions elected to return to the room which
contained the other subject, while for the most part those in the Fates Indepen-
dent condition expressed no preference.

Table 20
Number of Subjects Attributing Primary Responsibility
to Experimenter (E), Self (S), and Other (O)*

Fates S picks O picks
independent Ist Ist
E 3 2
Responsible O 0 0 12
for §’s fate S 12 13
E 5 2 2
Responsible o 9 6 15
for O's fate S 1 7 1

“From Lerner & Matthews (1967).
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_ Table 21
X Ratings of the Other Person
(Bipolar Adjectives)*
Shock/control Shock/money Control/control

Fates Independent -5.25 —-3.57 -6.30

(N = 8) (N=7) (N = 10)
Other picks first 6.55 3.14

(N = 11) N=7)
Self picks first -11.22 -19.33

%From Lerner & Matthews (1967).

How do the results of this experiment, taken as a whole, fit the general
notion that people are usually quite rational and sensible in the way they assign
causal responsibility for events? If and when they deviate from a sound analysis
of the best evidence available, do they tend to do so in ways that seem to be
self-serving, biased in their own favor?

At first glance, at least, the data point to the need for a different or at least
a more complex set of theoretical assumptions. For example, the evidence indi-
cates that the subjects tended to ‘‘blame’’ the person who drew the first of the
two slips out of the bowl for the fate of both participants. The subjects’ ratings
of a primary responsibility, as well as the differential reactions on the other two
measures, tend to support this inference in a way that makes sense. Until that
first slip was drawn, the breaks could have gone either way; it was only after
that event that the participants’ fates were sealed.

But assigning primary causal responsibility in the sense of actually *‘blam-
ing’’ the person who dtew the slip is not at all rational in terms of what we

Table 22
Number of Subjects Selecting Alternative Places
to Await Onset of Experiment*

Fates Independent Other picks first Self picks first
With other 4 12 11
With books 1 2 1
No preference 10 4 3

“From Lerner & Matthews (1967).
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think we know about cause and effect; the subjects were told explicitly that the
reason for using the draw to determine which of them was to be assigned to a
particular condition stemmed from the scientific dictate that the assignment
had to be random, total chance. And, of course, there was no objective way the
subjects could tell ahead of time the fate dictated by the particular slip they
blindly drew out of the bowl.

Certainly, according to any reasonable analysis of events, neither subject
was to blame, since the situation was designed to be random. It is true that,
when the subjects were asked to assign primary responsibility, they were not
given a category of ‘‘chance’’ to select. Conceivably the subjects really felt that
none of them was responsible, or that the experimenter was to blame for every-
thing. After all, it was the expertmenter who set up the situation, the condi-
tions, reunited the subjects, and instructed them to draw a slip. An obvious
cop-out for these subjects would be to point out that they were merely follow-
ing instructions—the Eichmannesque defense of *‘I was just a technician’’ ac-
tually applies here.

The Psychology of ‘‘Last Reasonable Chance'’

A later study I did with Joe deRivera at NYU revealed that, when the sub-
jects drew the first slip, they would report in a subsequent interview that of
course they were not actually at fault, it was simply a matter of chance. How-
ever, virtually all these subjects expressed misgivings about the way things
turned out, and would have much preferred that the other person had drawn
the first slip. Why the bad feelings? Certainly it had nothing to do with the
possibility that the other subject might retaliate. They remained separate and
were anonymous to one another before and after the experiment. These rather
bright, sophisticated undergraduates seemed confused and surprisingly inar-
ticulate in their attempts to make sense out of their ‘‘feeling,’’ probably
because it did not make sense in terms of their analysis of a reasonable basis for
that feeling. Their highly ingrained, overiearned rules of cause and effect
simply did not fit what they were experiencing: ‘I know I am not guilty of any
wrongdoing, but then why do 1 feel this way?”’

A follow-up experiment (described in Lerner, 1970) showed, in addition,
that subjects in this experimental situation are not at all reluctant to assign re-
sponsibility to the experimenter. But, true to the pattern in both experiments,
and a subsequent replication (Mills & Egger, 1972), they blamed the experi-
menter only when the expetimenter actually drew the slips out of the bowl.

The evidence seems fairly clear-cut. Most of the subjects assign causal re-
sponsibility to whomever draws that slip out of the bowl. That is the person
who is blamed for the consequences. The consequences of this assignment of
blame also appear in the subject’s subsequent reactions. The subjects who draw
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the first-determining slip appear to devalue the personal attributes of the other
subject whom they ‘‘caused’’ to suffer. Is this reaction based upon the desire to
reduce one’s sense of guilt, as observed in other experimental contexts, by
coming to view one’s victim as personally reprehensible (Glass, 1964; Jones &
Davis, 1965; Walster, 1966)? On the other hand, those subjects who believed
that the other subject drew the slip which succeeded in rescuing them from the
shocks appeared to enhance their ‘‘rescuer’s’” attributes. Was this an indirect
expression of relief and gratitude? And, interestingly enough, when their fates
were not linked, the subject seemed to react rather neutrally to the other sub-
ject’s bad luck.

If this interpretation of what happened in that experiment is at all valid,
then we have seen an interesting demonstration of primitive, blaming respons-
es appearing in rather intelligent and highly educated young adults. These re-
sponses are primitive in the sense that they treat an accidental association of a
person’s-acts and a set of consequences as a sufficient basis for the assignment of
blame. Piaget (1948) and others (Heider, 1958; Shaw & Sulzer, 1964) have
shown that very young children often exhibit this kind of blaming process, but
by middle childhood or early adolescence at the latest most of us consider the
person’s intentions and ability to shape events in judging who is to blame for
what.

Certainly, whatever the ‘‘slip drawer’’ intended to do, he had no control
over the outcomes. They were purely accidental, random, chance. No one is to
blame for what happened; or the experimenter is to blame for creating and
stage-managing the entire set of events; or everyone is equally responsible for
going along with the whole business. But, other than the chance assignment of
being the last person involved in the sequence of events which eventuated in
one person being shocked rather than the other, there was no rational basis on
which one could blame the slip drawer for anyone’s fate. Certainly, one could
not assign *‘primary responsibility’’ to that person. What is even more remark-
able, possibly, is that the slip drawers appeared to employ this same primitive
process, and seemed to blame themselves for what happened.

There appeared, then, to be two stages or processes in the subjects’ reac-
tions. The first was the assignment of causal blame to the first person involved
—even one’s self. Then what ensued was a reaction to the blaming, including
signs of trying to reduce guilt by condemning the other person whom one
“‘caused’’ to suffer.

On the face of it, there was little evidence that the subjects’ reactions fol-
lowed our initial best predictions. Their behavior was, for the most part, not at
all consistent with a normatively sound cause-and-effect analysis of the situa-
tion, and though we did see evidence of the attempt to maintain self- or public
esteem, it appeared as a secondary reaction to the initial blaming. Of course, if
we wish, then, to understand how people react to victims and employ prin-
ciples of deserving and justice, we must take a fairly serious look at this seem-
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ingly primitive tendency to blame people. At the least we should get a clearer
understanding of the possible bases for its appearance in adults, who do know
more approptiate ways of assigning cause and effect.

Other Examples of Primitive Attributions in Experimental Social Psychology

Think for 2 moment of Piaget’s (1948) compelling demonstrations of how
older children differ from younger ones in assigning blame. Given the choice
‘between two hypothetical examples of ‘‘Jean who accidently tripped and broke
many plates while trying to help his mother and Pierre who broke a few cups
while trying to steal cookies,”’ the younger children seem to be more influenced
by the severity of the outcome, the amount of damage done, in deciding that
Jean was more blameworthy than Pierre. The older children do the opposite,
and find the well-intentioned though clearly clumsy Jean less culpable than
Pierre, who had larceny in his heart when he accidentally broke the cups. The
older children understand, of course, that accidents can happen to anyone, and
that blameworthiness is a judgment based upon the assumption that what dis-
tinguishes good from bad, guilt from innocence, are the choices that people
make, the goals they select, and their wisdom in deciding how to act. Blame-
worthy people are those whose actions are either foolishly careless, or who intend
to do harm.

Having once again stated what appears to be obvious, how then do we
explain how it is possible to elicit rather incredible amounts of guilt in bright
young adults who cause harm accidentally? A number of investigators have
used this by now common effect to study various processes. The prototypical
event goes something like this. A subject is ushered into a waiting room prior to
the onset of the experiment for which he volunteered. There is only one place
for the subject to sit, and, as he pulls out the chair or touches the table which is
next to the chair, the ‘‘accident’” occurs. A set of folders or data sheets are
spilled all over the floor. The event is interpreted by the experimenter as a
minor disaster for a graduate student’s thesis. The anecdotal evidence is ex-
ttemely compelling. These subjects feel terrible. Why?

Do they actually feel guilty and blame themselves for this clearly unin-
tended ‘‘accident’’? The evidence seems to indicate that they do. If the sub-
ject “‘causes’’ the accident, then he will react differently than someone who saw
another person ‘‘cause’’ the same accident, and differently than someone who
witnessed no accident. The most general finding is that both accidental harm-
doers and witnesses will act subsequently in ways that appear designed to make
themselves feel better (Cialdini e# @/., 1973), and that usually involves volun-
teering to help someone in need (Carlsmith & Gross, 1969; Freedman ez 4/.,
1967). In some situations, witnesses actually are more helpful than accidental
harm-doers (Konecni, 1972). In others they do less (Freedman e &/., 1967).
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Mote interesting for our purposes is the finding that this postaccident ‘‘altru-
ism’’ will be eliminated among harm-doers if they are given the opportunity to
vent their feelings about the event to a neutral listener, while subjects who
witnessed the same accidental harm are relatively uninfluenced by this oppor-
tunity to chat. They remain motivated to help someone in need (Regan, 1971).

Why do these university students blame themselves for a clearly ‘‘unin-
tended’’ accident? What could conceivably lead these people to feel *‘guilty,”’
and have to engage in some act of expiation? Are they exhibiting the same
kinds of processes that lead very young children to blame someone as a function
of the seriousness of the consequences?

There is additional evidence that the nature of the consequences does mat-
ter to adults in their assigning of blame for ‘‘accidents.”’ Tesser and Rosen
(1972) found that people are noticeably reluctant to inform someone, even a
total stranger, of some terrible news, while this same reluctance does not appear
with neutral or more desirable events. One possible reason is that they believe
that the recipient of the bad news will blame the ‘‘bearer of the sad tidings.”’
Chaiken and Darley (1973) were able to show that observers wete considerably
more likely to assign blame for an accident when the consequences were poten-
tially serious, than if the identical event caused no apparent obvious harm. Al-
though the observers tended to assign blame in ways which reflected their own
temporary allegiances, there was a general avoidance of a *‘chance’” or accident
explanation by the subjects when the outcome was relatively serious, rather
than benign (Medway & Lowe, 1975).

And, to be sure, there is ample evidence, both in and out of the lab, of
wish-fulfilling biases influencing the way people assign causation for events.
Gamblers, especially in the heat of the action, genuinely believe that the cards
or dice are influenced by ‘‘supernatural’’ forces, special powers that they or
others possess (Henslin, 1967). Winning and losing is attributed to the influ-
ence of these powers, not natural processes. Langer (Langet, 1975; Langer
and Roth, 1976) has provided excellent documentation for this ‘‘illusion of
control’” over win-lose situations.

Motivation and Information Processing: Some Anecdotal Examples

It is time to raise again the question of what ‘‘causes’’ this assignment of
““causation.”’” Why do adults, who presumably know better, act this way? And
again, we return to the familiar answers. One set of answers is that, except in
the few obvious cases where people are so invested in an outcome that they en-
gage in what would otherwise be incredible fantasies of control and power, for
the most part people are simply making rather unremarkable systematic errors
in the processing of available information. Consider, for example, the acci-
dental harmdoing effect, in the light of our eatly training. It is a safe bet that,
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if we “‘cause’’ an accident, it is because we were not being careful enough. It
was certainly avoidable. And consider the objective contingencies. Not every-
one causes accidents; certainly not everyone knocks over a table spilling im-
portant data sheets. It is highly probable that the table was solid, and that the
graduate student had stored his data in a safe place. If that is the case, then *I
must have done something, failed to be careful enough, and that is my crime.
Of course 1 did not intend to cause the accident, but I am guilty of simply not
being sufficiently careful.”’ The event itself, with its serious consequences, is
prima facte evidence that I was not sufficiently careful, as careful as I should
have been (Ross, 1977).

One may add to this analysis the reasonable conjecture that, in situations
involving fairly strong emotions, people are more likely than otherwise to base
their reactions on a limited scanning of the available information. Their reac-
tions will be based on the most familiar and striking aspects of the situation
(McArthur, 1972). In the case of these ‘‘accidents,”” the contingency of events
and the consequences themselves are clearly the most salient features. The more
elaborate qualifying construction of events requires relatively lengthy and dis-
passionate consideration of alternative possibilities and contingencies. Viewed
in this light, there is nothing very mysterious, or primitive, about these ‘‘il-
lusions’’ of control and responsibility. In fact, quite to the contrary, they seem
to reflect a rather reasonable process of people trying to make sense out of what
happens in light of what they have learned about what are probable causes for
certain effects.

One can not accept this as the whole story, however; there is too much evi-
dence that peoples’ emotions, needs, and motives come into the picture at one
point or another, possibly in determining what they attend to or look for (Ross
& DiTecco, 1975), or in what they try to tell themselves and others about what
happened, and why. Let us take a closer look at this issue. This time we will
begin with anecdotal examples.

Assume for the moment that you are at a rather elegant dinner party.
Everything is going along fine, until there is a loud crash behind you; everyone
at the table is startled, and many jerk reflectively as you do. In your case, how-
ever, your movement knocks over a glass of water—or a plate of soup if you
prefer—onto the lap of the person sitting next to you. How do you feel at that
moment? Setting aside what you say, which of course will contain in various
combinations expressions of regret, apology, attempts to make restitution,
what will you actually feel? My hunch is that you will feel terrible, and define
that feeling for yourself as a whopping load of plain old guilt. You could prob-
ably change the scene to include just the two of you, eliminating the public
exposure, face-saving elements, and my strong hunch is that you might reduce
thereby somewhat the ‘‘embarrassment”” component, but you would still feel
guilty. Of what?

Back to the large party for a moment. My experience with similar events
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leads me to believe that something of a *‘reversal’’ in attributions occurs. Some
part of this may be a genteel ritual in our culture, but I believe that there is a
genuine component in the self-flagellating guilt of the *‘spiller,”’ and the ex-
cusing declarations of the victim and the uninvolved bystanders. Everyone else
is telling you that of course you couldn’t help it, it was a natural and unavoid-
able accident, while you are genuinely regretful, and allow other people to hear
you call yourself a clumsy fool. If people are motivated to maintain a positive
image of themselves and a good level of public esteem, then we have discovered
one rather convoluted technique for accomplishing these ends. If they are in-
volved at all. And there is some reason to suspect that they are not.

Consider the following set of circumstances. 1 am assigned responsibility at
the clinic for a patient who is a “‘sex offender.”” During the initial sessions, I
spend hours listening to details of the patient’s perverted assaults on young
gitls and boys, while probing for some understanding of the meaning of these
acts in terms of the patients’ past history—what had been done to 4z7. You
see, as any reasonable psychologist will tell you, all behavior is ‘‘caused’’ by a
combination of antecedent events and the genetic endowment of the individ-
ual. I accept this assumption, not simply because it is a useful way to proceed, a
valuable heuristic device, but because I genuinely believe it to be true. With
sufficient information, I could explain, understand, any and all behavior. As a
clinician, I search for and hopefully find information I need to understand the
patient, the causes of his behavior. And although I may not find this sex of-
fender particularly admirable, it is virtually inevitable that T will view him as
the “‘innocent victim’’ of circumstances that were inflicted upon him by his
genes and the events that happened to him, especially as a youngster. There
will be little if any tendency to condemn him for the evil acts he committed.
After all, given the chain of events involved, I realize that 4e was not the ‘‘real
cause;”’ he was merely the transmitter of a series of antecedent conditions. I
employ a similar perspective as a social analyst when I intetpret the violent
behavior of a black gang in the ghetto as an expression of a natural (inevitable?)
response to the environment in which they were raised and now live.

None of this should seem at all remarkable. But now, juxtapose that scene
to what happens later in the day. I blame myself for not getting more work
done at the office, especially for the three reviews [ have owed editors for some
weeks now. At home I am truly disappointed in the way my daughter manages
her time, and her full allegiance to the local caricature of upper-middle-class
material values. And there is no disguising the fact that I become furious when
my teenage son mouths off at his saintly mother—which he does all too fre-
quently.

How could that be? How is it possible to excuse, explain away, externalize
the causal blame for my patient’s miserably cruel behavior, or for the violence
committed by anyone who is poor and lives in a ‘‘ghetto,”’ and yet take on
enormous amounts of grief because I blame myself and memberts of my family
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for the ‘‘cruel,”” “‘stupid,”” and ‘‘clumsy’’ things we do? Why don’t I apply
the same causal analysis to myself and the people with whom I am so closely
identified, if I believe that (a) the way people act is determined by their past ex-
perience and their biological inheritance, and (b) this perspective neutralizes
the condemning or blaming reaction to what people do, and (¢} I do not enjoy
the “‘pain’’ of getting upset with myself or membets of my family? Why would
I not apply in my own life the principles which I believe are true, and which at
the same time would cause me considerably less grief?

It is, of course, the thrust of the anecdote to illustrate that these primitive
procedures are employed widely by people, such as orthodox psychologists,
who have other more sophisticated ones easily available in their personal reper-
toire. And the primitive procedures prevail even when they bring with them
relatively painful, conflict-ridden consequences.

Conceivably, the reason that people who ‘‘know better’’ continue to
blame themselves and others for ‘‘accidents,”” stupid, thoughtless decisions,
not doing enough, letting themselves go, not having enough courage, being
selfish, cruel—is because these blaming reactions are so ingrained in our own
thinking and our cultural assumptions that they are simply the automatic ex-
pression of a long-standing habit. They are automatically elicited, habitual
reactions, which one cannot turn off simply because one has learned subse-
quently that they are inadequate or inappropriate.

The fact that these reactions have a habitual component with strong roots
in our culture cannot be a sufficient explanation for their ubiquitous presence
in people’s lives. The evidence, some of which was cited eatlier, is that people
can and do employ more sophisticated procedures for attributing causation. So
the “*habit’’ can be, and often is, given up.

Even more to the point, possibly, the experimental data seem to confirm
what each of us can observe in ourselves and others: most of us want, possibly
need, explanations for important human events that are something else, some-
thing more than the elaboration of a natural process. We certainly do not view
ourselves in those terms. We of course assume that we have choices, opportuni-
ties to alter the course of events, bring about things we want to happen. If we
make good, wise decisions, and are willing and able to put forth the effort,
then, by and large, we can realize our intended goals, get what we want, and
avoid the pitfalls.

Whether or not, this bedrock belief in our own ability to choose our fate
and influence what happens to us is supported by the direct evidence of our
everyday experiences, we do manage to locomote reasonably effectively. Could
any of us conceive of what life would be like if we felt powerless, helpless? The
glimpses we have each had of what it means to want something desperately, ot
to be frightened of an impending event and feel impotent to make a difference
in the course of events, is enough to convey the strong affect associated with the
sense of powerlessness. It should be no surprise, then, that there is considerable
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evidence which links a wide range of “‘pathological’’ consequences to chronic
or severely induced states of ‘‘helplessness’” (Lefcourt, 1976; Rotter, 1966;
Seligman, 1975; Wortman & Brehm, 1975).

Viewed in this light, the willingness to blame one’s self and those whom
one loves is seen as a strongly motivated event. I want to, must, believe that
people have ‘‘effective’’ control over important things that happen, and I will
hang on to this belief, even when it requires that I resort to rather primitive,
magical thinking, and even when it is costly in terms of the negative feelings
engendered by the personal judgments which arise out of the assignment of
blame—shame, guilt with oneself, and a sense of humiliation, anger, disap-
pointment with those whom one loves. Of course, I may subsequently go
through additional efforts to maintain a positive image of myself and those I
care about. As we shall see in more detail later, it is not the sense of control that
is crucial, but rather the confidence that things will turn out all right, that
eventually, you, I will get what we deserve.



CHAPTER 9

The Response to Victimization

Extreme Tests of the Belief
in a Just World

The Self as ‘“Victim’’: Some Puzzling Reactions

Certainly one of the most extreme tests of the motivation to see justice in one’s
world occurs when the person is inflicted with suffering or deprivation.

One set of investigators who worked with rape victims posit the strong
need for a sense of future control as the basis for self-blame:

What appears to be guilt . . . may be the way the woman’s mind interprets a positive
impulse, a need to be in control of her life. If the woman can believe that some way
she caused it, if she can make herself responsible for it, then she’s established a sort
of control over the rape. It wasn’t someone arbitrarily smashing into her life and
wreaking havoc. The unpredictability of the latter situation can be too much for
some women to face. If it happened entirely without provocation then it could hap-
pen again. This'is too hotrifying to believe, so the victim creates an illusion of safety
by declaring herself responsible for the incident. (Medea & Thompson, 1974, pp.
105-106) (quoted from Wortman, 1976)

Although these conjectures obviously need additional examination, they
do make sense. But the need to create the illusion of future safety by inventing
an equally illusory degree of control for one’s terrible fate does not seem to
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apply easily to other examples. Rubin and Peplau (1973) found that young
men, immediately after learning that the random draw of the Draft Lottery
placed them in imminent jeopardy of being drafted, showed signs of lowering
their own self-esteem. In other words, they seemed to devalue themselves as a
function of their miserable but cleatly arbitrary fate.

One could offer many hunches as to what was going on in the minds of
these unfortunate young men, but Rubin and Peplau offer an interesting pos-
sibility. Their bet is that the lowered self-esteem was simply based on a form of
generalizing or ‘‘spillover’’ of affect. The victims felt so terrible and angry
about their fate, that everything they thought about took on the same sicken-
ing coloration, including themselves. They were mad at life and the world,
evety part of it.

I think I understand this reaction somewhat better since my fathet’s most
recent visit. My father grew up in a Galician shtetl, came to America as a young
man, and now lives in Miami with so many others who followed the same long
and most improbable path from shtetl to condominium. My very bright son is
convinced that his grandfather is the ‘‘smartest person I have ever met,”’ and so
I tend to agree, and listen more attentively to him now than I did when I was
my son’s age. One thing he said surprised me then, especially given his fine
analytic mind.

He was talking about why, even at his vulnerable age and given his ortho-
dox upbringing, he cannot believe in a God the way man has described. He
cannot reconcile the Nazi holocaust which destroyed so many people including
his parents and relatives with the presence of ‘‘God’’—Jehovah or otherwise.
He related how he became ‘*ashamed’” as he learned of the terrible things that
were happening to the Jews throughout Europe. The basis of this sense of
shame; as he described it, was simply the event itself; that this could happen to
Jews made him feel ashamed as a Jew.

Analagous reactions have been reported in experimental contexts. A fas-
cinating experiment by Comer and Laird (1975) involved negative conse-
quences which were relatively unique to that situation—eating a worm! Out of
this most improbable set of events they were able to generate rather compelling
data concerning the way victims breathe meaning into their fate. Their subjects
exhibited three kinds of reactions to the discovery that they were assigned to the
condition where they would have to eat a worm. They devalued themselves,
presumably becoming more deserving of their suffering; they altered their self-
image in a positive way; or they decided the worm-eating would not be so bad
after all.

These results make sense if one accepts the fact that the subjects had come
to view themselves as deserving their fate—by virtue of the kind of people they
were. They wanted what happened to be ‘‘meaningful.”” Whatever else is in-
volved, the sense of appropriateness about ‘‘what’ happens to ‘‘whom’” seems
to shape their reaction. If one is a shnook, it is all right for one to suffer—eat a
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worm. If one is brave and noble, then it is appropriate to eat a worm for a
worthy cause.

Is it possible that the attempt to see one’s world as just is only one way that
people create a meaningful world? Bulman and Wortman (1977) studied
twenty-nine accident victims who were paralyzed from the waist (paraplegic) or
neck (quadriplegic). They wanted to know how these young people were com-
ing to terms with their fate. Taking the respondents’ answers at face value, the
authors concluded that there was little evidence that people are motivated to
avoid blame for their victimization, as the defensive attribution hypothesis
would predict. In general, the respondents tended to attribute more blame to
themselves than objective circumstances would warrant.

But Bulman and Wortman also found evidence that these victims were
motivated to do much more than construct functional answers to the questions
of how it happened and who, if anyone, was to blame. All but three of the vic-
tims construed their being crippled within a context which provided meaning
for the event. Some saw their fate as natural and just. Another explanation,
found primarily among those who exhibited a high degree of self-blame, por-
trayed the crippling accident as a *‘positive’’ event. By far the most frequently
employed explanation placed the accident within God’s plan, or that of an-
other supernatural power. So it was, in fact, no ‘“‘accident,”” and no ‘*harm”’
was done.

The conclusion from these findings, generated in diverse situations, is that
people are impelled, possibly by habit and certainly by a strongly felt need, to
perceive whay happens to themselves and others in their world as manifesta-
tions of a ‘‘just world.”” This perception is maintained by interpreting all
nonttivial events as not only understandable or controllable, but as evidence
that everything ultimately turns out for the best. At times, this requires that
the person find or invent reasons why seemingly innocent victims are inflicted
with deprivation and suffering. Although we really don’t know enough to pre-
dict ahead of time what kinds of reasons the person will find, we do know in
outline the form these reasons will take, and have a much better idea of the
strength of this drive.

The person may, for example, find the victim responsible for his own fate
by virtue of his actions, and that attribution may be sufficient to satisfy the
demand that the fate be just. When the assigning of behavioral responsibility is
not sufficient, then people look for more reasons for why it is a just world after
all. It must be true that people deserve what happens to them, deserve in the
sense that ‘‘good things’’ happen to good people, and only the ‘‘bad’’ are
made to suffer! Since there can be no doubt about this rule of life, then being
betrayed by one’s partner, or raped, or forced to eat a worm, or assaulted by a
policeman, or inflicted with severe electric shocks, or crippled from the waist
down—all of these fates are not ‘‘injustices,”’ they are deserved by virtue of
who you are, what you have done, what Life or God has planned for you.
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I need to believe all this so strongly that I am willing, eager to find, if
necessary, the justifying theme in the transgressions, failings, weaknesses, evil
ways of myself and those I love. Why? Maybe because we need it to sutvive at
all. That may be true, but certainly there are differences in the extent to which
each of us must hold on to this kind of ‘“‘fairy tale’” view of life, and there are
probably differences in the particular scenario, or “‘style,”” we employ to create
the justness of our world. More about that later.

The Dangers in Identification with Victims

What Can We Learn from a Horrible Example?

No matter how much I try to take a good hard look at life, it doesn’t really
wotk. The unresolvable issue is not a matter of being afraid, or wanting to
avoid suffering. Most people can accommodate to pain, given enough time.
And there are ways to neutralize the awareness that there is a great deal one
cannot control or predict, by building in to our plans a margin of expected ‘‘er-
ror.”’ We treat the uncontrollable, unanticipatable as a predictable part of life.
All that is familiar and relatively easy. But then those things happen thar make
me aware that I invent fictions and fairy tales to live by, and, what is more, 1
realize that I want and need them.

On the front page of our local newspaper, there was a description of a
crime. An elderly woman was attacked in her apartment. She was robbed and
the thief cut out both of her eyes. I know this much only because it was con-
tained in the opening few lines of the first of a series of articles on the crime. 1
could not, would not, read all the first article, much less any of the subsequent
reports of the woman'’s condition, the police efforts to apprehend the criminal,
because ! cannot live with that event. I have to pretend that things like that just
do not happen. Why? I am not sure. There may be many reasons. Possibly,
hopefully, if we examine our reactions to such events—those too horrible to
accept as real—we can learn something about ourselves and the myths we need
to construct.

One place to begin is to ask ourselves what we could add to or change in
the scenario that would make it less devastating. What if the threat to our
future security were removed? The criminal was apprehended and discovered to
be totally insane, and we were informed by the most credible experts imag-
inable that the probability of such an event occuring again was virtually zero.
But is it possible for any form of verbal assurance to be sufficiently persuasive
that it eliminates the fear component? Or, what if we learn instead that the
criminal was apprehended, that his past was full of suffering and misery,
and/or that he will be given an equal punishment—an eye for an eye. Would
that have an effect on your reaction? Frankly, that would do little to reduce the
horror of the event for me. In fact, it might increase it. To be sure, if somehow I
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learned that the criminal was gloating over what he had done, and leading a
luxuriant happy life, it might add a sufficient increment so that I would
conclude that the whole world had gone mad.

Frankly, there is nothing I can conceive of concerning the criminal’s past
or future that could ameliorate the powerful impact of the crime to any
significant degree. What about the victim, then? Is there anything we could
learn about her past or future that would make a difference? The evidence one
can find in the history of our culture and the research presented here points to
two related possibilities. If this victim had herself committed hotrible crimes in
the past, I might be able to live with her fate. Especially if additional ‘‘fairy
tale’”” elements were added, so that the “‘criminal’’ had been the husband or
the father of one of her victims, and had been driven insane by the tragedy she
had inflicted on him. And thus the evil that was done generated its own pun-
ishment. ‘‘As ye sow, so shall ye reap.’’ The other possibility is that the victim’s
suffering is more than compensated for by what will happen to her in the fu-
ture. She is a martyred saint, who finds her just reward in heaven.

Except for a lingering sense of revulsion at the thought of the “*crime’” it-
self, these latter scenarios would probably do the job, and not only enable me
to live with the event, but prompt me to use it to teach my children about how
justice reigns in our world. And, hopefully, they would pass it on to their
children, as we do the stories about Joan of Arc, Job, Jesus, what God did to the
Egyptians, and those happy ceremonies when we relive how wonderful it was
when the evil King Haman got his in the end. Those possibilities, even in kind,
are not available to me in this case. Part of the reason they are not leads to a dis-
cussion once again of the meaning of *‘identification’’ with the victim, while
others open up the issue of differences in belief systems, and how they are re-
lated to the need for justice.

It is highly improbable that any of us could resort to derogating the elderly
woman, no matter how much we might want to do that for our own comfort or
sanity. Why not? By this time, we certainly have produced ample evidence
from the laboratory, interviews with accident victims, and common examples in
our own lives, that we are willing at times to derogate ourselves and people
whom we love. ‘“‘Derogate’’ in this context means finding or inventing attri-
butes which do provide a sense of appropriateness to an undesirable event, even
though they ate reprehensible or demeaning.

If we are willing and able to do this with familiar loved ones, why not the
old lady who was a complete stranger to us until this moment? The answer is
that “‘identification’’ of the sort that matters in the way we react to victims is
not something that happens with people. We do not identify with ourselves,
our children, but rather with attributes, qualities that represent central values
for us. And we react to the presence of those attributes in whomever or what-
ever they appear. Think for a moment of when we are angry with ourselves and
our family: we may not only be willing to see one of us suffer, but at times will
actively induce an appropriate ‘‘deserved’” amount of pain. This occurs subse-
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querit to the judgment that we have been clumsy, lazy, selfish, cruel. Compatre
those reactions to what we feel when we hear of almost any child hurt by an
adult. Or happen to hear of or witness someone abusing a puppy. Can you
imagine anything more infuriating then the image of some big brute kicking a
puppy? Children, puppies, elderly people, represent the attributes of depen-
dency, vulnerability, innocence. They are to be loved, revered, nurtured. They
deserve, ate ‘‘entitled’’ to, such treatment. In addition, it is virtually incon-
ceivable that children or elderly people could have been sufficiently cruel or
selfish to have merited painful fates.

Of course, “‘identification’’ with victims can take other forms. One of the
more familiar of these occurs when we see ourselves ‘‘in the victim’s shoes.”’
That, of course, is what the Aderman, Brehm and Katz (1974) experiment was
supposed to be about. And it may be true, as their findings suggest, that vicari-
ously experiencing the victim’s suffering, along with implicit instructions to be
sympathetic, will eliminate the tendency to derogate the victim. But we also
know that the vicarious experience, the empathic reaction, by itself is a precon-
dition for derogation of a victim (Lerner, 1971a; Simons & Piliavin, 1972).

A variation of this form of identification occurs when we recognize that we
are vulnerable to the same general circumstances surrounding the victim's suf-
fering. The victim’s fate is taken as a warning, and we actively seek out ways to
insure that we will be more fortunate. Presumably, having been forewarned we
discover how to act differently and avoid the pitfall, or generate evidence that
in fact we are sufficiently ‘‘different’”’ from the victim that we need not concern
ourselves with the possibility that *‘it”’ could happen to us. But what if we
can’t do either of those two things, and it is truly a terrible fate, of which all of
us are frightened?

Two Experimental Tests of How We React to ''Similar Victims''

Two experiments were designed to generate some evidence about how we
react in those citcumstances. The idea for the first experiment (Novak & Lerner,
1968) actually came out of a rather routine inteview with one of the psychia-
trists on the faculty of the University of Kentucky college of medicine. The in-
terview was intended to examine the way physicians maintained their ‘‘de-
tached concern’’ while dealing with patients, and so one standard line of ques-
tions centered around those occasions they could recall when they stopped be-
ing doctors, and found themselves reacting to a patient as any layman would.
This psychiatrist related one incident that was important to him. He had been
interviewing a patient who had just been admitted to the psychiatric ward of
the hospital, after having had an acute psychotic episode. The psychiatrist was
forced to teminate the interview, as he learned that, not only was his patient a
young physician as well, but his personal style, early life history, etc., was re-
markably similar to his own, or, at least, so it seemed at the time. The net effect
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of this similarity-establishing information as it emerged was not simply to es-
tablish an ‘‘empathic’’ or *‘sympathetic’’ set. More than anything else, it
scared the hell out of the clinician. ‘“That could be me.”’ *“Why not?”’

The idea of going crazy probably would frighten any of us, if we were con-
fronted with someone who was very much like us, reminded of us outselves in
important ways. It seems likely that we might wonder if that could happen to
us; once having raised the question in any serious way, how could we answer it
$0 as to restore our confidence that we are safe from a similar fate? Can we tell
ourselves that we know how to avoid going crazy? Neither science nor com-
mon sense offers us any great assurance. The other path to regaining our secur-
ity is to convince ourselves that we are really different from that poor soul; but
reality constraints make this alternative difficult, if not impossible. While we
are struggling with that solution, it is fairly clear that we will be rather upset,
frightened, and actually have only one alternative left, to try to blot out the en-
tire matter, run away from it psychologically, and physically if necessary. That
is what the talented and sensitive young psychiatrist had to do, even knowing a
great deal about the origins of mental illness.

As we thought about translating these ideas into testable hypotheses, it
became apparent that our findings could speak to the issue of processes in-
volved in interpersonal attraction generally. It is a virtual truism in social psycholo-
gy that “‘liking’’ or positive affect, and *‘similarity’’ of any sort between people,
are inextricably linked. And since Heider (1958), Homans (1961), and Newcomb
(1961), a behavioral component has been added to the “‘liking’’ (affect), pet-
ception of similarity. People who like one another, or think they are similar to
one another, are more likely to want to be together. The perceptions of differ-
ence or dislike lead people to avoid one another, or possibly do harm or com-
pete if they are forced to interact.

It was obvious that the situation we had in mind should generate quite
contradictory results. We felt confident that we could replicate the results pre-
dicted by reinforcement and balance theories (see Byrne, 1971; Newcomb,
1961, Rokeach, 1971), and that people would rate a similar ‘‘stranger’’ as con-
siderably more desirable and likable than a “‘stranger’’ who was very different
on the same dimensions. In addition, if given the opportunity to meet and chat
with a “‘stranger,”’ they would show a more marked preference for approaching
the similar stranger, than one who was ‘‘essentially different.””’

But then we added, in other conditions, the single bit of information
which should elicit a rather different set of reactions. Along with the same de-
gree of similarity or difference, we had the subjects learn inadvertently that the
other person had been mentally ill—had gone crazy. The ‘‘stranger’’ in the
next room wrote on a personal data sheet, ostensibly for the experimenter’s

benefit:

Idon’t know if this is relevant or not, but last fall [ had kind of a nervous breakdown
and I had to be hospitalized for a while. I've been sceing a psychiatrist ever since. As
you probably noticed, I'm pretty shaky right now. (Novak & Lerner, 1968, p. 149)
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We of course expected that this news might lessen somewhat the degree of
perceived similarity with the other, and have a correspondent effect on meas-
ures of liking or ascribed attractiveness. That would fit with virtually all the
available theories. But, in addition, we expected a complete reversal in the sub-
jects’ desire to meet and interact with the other person, who was mentally ill.
These young people would be more bothered by someone who was so remark-
ably similar to them and had gone crazy—enough to be hospitalized—than by
someone who had suffered the same fate, but was totally different from them
in virtually every respect (except age and sex). The latter person might actually
elicit some interest based on curiosity, a sense of superiority, or a desire to help
the poor thing.

The net effect would be to provide a clear instance of ‘‘similarity,”’ lead-
ing to avoidance, while ‘‘difference’” elicited a tendency to approach. As we
and others had shown in earlier research (e.g. Lerner & Becker, 1965, Lerner,
Dillehay, & Sherer, 1967), these reactions of ‘‘similarity,”’ liking, and ap-
proach-avoidance are not inextricably linked together in people’s minds by a
simple mechanism of ‘‘reinforcement’’ or ‘‘cognitive balance.”’ People intet-
ptet and react to information about similarities and differences with others in
terms of the particular meaning they have in that situation for the person’s
values and goals. That was certainly not an original idea. Both Asch (1952) and
Jones and Thibaut (1958) had much earlier made very compelling systematic
statements to this effect. But apparently they had been temporarily lost in the
interpersonal-attraction literature. In addition, of course, we expected to be
able to say something about the motives and goals of these young people in our
expetiment, and how they affect the reaction to a victim—this time someone
suffering from ‘‘mental illness.”’

The experiment was cast in the general framework of a study of impression
formation; presumably the subjects exchanged information about one another,
and then used their best hunches to guess what the other person was like. Of
course, the informarion they exchanged revealed their background, attitudes,
and aspirations. The information subjects received was tailored by a tried-and-
true formula to be plausibly very similar to, or very different from, their own.
In addition, half the subjects in each of those conditions were given the oppor-
tunity to learn inadvertently that the other person was mentally ill. The sub-
jects then desctibed their impressions on various measures, including the highly
evaluative bipolar adjectives that had been used profitably in this line of re-
search.

The other main measure—the desire to approach or avoid the other pet-
son—was fitted in to the general context of the situation by informing the sub-
jects, subsequent to their ratings of the other, that for the second part of the ex-
periment we were interested in studying the way people go about making an
impression on others. Each subject was given a choice of actually interacting
with the other for 10 or 15 minutes, or spending the same period of time writ-



THE RESPONSE TO VICTIMIZATION 131

ing out how he generally went about meeting someone else for the first time. In
otder to turn this choice into a dimension, the subjects were also asked to check
on a nine-point scale the extent to which they cared whether their choice was
granted. This yielded a dimension from ‘‘want to interact’’ and ‘‘very im-
portant that I have my choice’’ to “‘very important that I am allowed to stay
alone in any room and write out my ideas."”’

The main findings are summarized in the next three tables, taken from
Novak and Lerner, 1968. If we set aside the unanticipated, and, for our pur-
poses here, irrelevant findings associated with the sex of the subject, the results
are rather clear. The experimental manipulations had their intended effect on
the subjects’ perception of general similarity to the other person. The *‘similar’’
other was seen as more similar than the ‘‘different.”” And the mentally handi-
capped other was seen as less similar than the “‘normal.’’” The same main effects
appeared on the subjects’ evaluations of the other’s attractiveness, Similar more
attractive than Dissimilar, the Normal more attractive than Mentally Handi-
capped. Of most interest, of course, were the Approach—Avoidance reactions.

Table 23
Perceived Similarity: Means and Analysis of
Variance for ‘‘Similarity’’ Question® ¢

Normal Disturbed
Male Female Male Female
Similar 3.250° 1.583 4.833 5.083
Dissimilar 7.083 8.333 7.333 9.333

Analysis of variance

Source af MS F

Similarity (A) 1 450.667 212.458/

Handicap (B) 1 60.167 28.365

Sex (C) 1 5.042 2.377
A xB 1 22.042 10.391°
AxC 1 10.667 5.0297
B x C 1 32.667 15.400/
A xBxC 1 2.040 <1

Within cells 88 2.121

“From Novak & Letner (1968).

N = 12 per cell.

“The lower the mean score, the greater the perceived similarity.

9y = < .05.

‘p = << .01.
{ﬁ=<.001.
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Table 24

Subjects’ Ratings of Partner’s Attractiveness

(Bipolar Adjective Scale): Means and Analysis of Variance® ¢

Normal Disturbed
Male Female Male Female
Similar 129.083¢ 123.333 112.583 105.417
Dissimilar 94.083 85.583 96.083 76.250
Analysis of variance
Source a MS F
Similarity (A) 1 21,033.760 88.561/
Handicap (B) 1 2614.594 11.008°
Sex (C) 1 2552.344 10.746°
AxB 1 1100.260 4.6327
A xC 1 356.510 1.501
B xC 1 243.844 1.027
AxBxC 1 147.510 <1
Within cells 88 237.505

%From Novak & Lerner, (1968).
N = 12 per cell.

“The higher the mean score, the more positive the rating of attractiveness.

% =< .05.
;p =< .01,
b = <.001.

The expected interaction appeared rather clearly for both the young men and

women.

Although the findings were in line with our expectations, we did not leave
it at that. In a second experiment (Lerner & Agar, 1972), we employed a dif-
ferent ‘‘victim,”’ a 20-year-old former university student, male, an opiate ad-
dict who was in the hospital in order to withdraw from his serious addiction.
Some time earlier, he had been injured in an automobile accident, and had
been given morphine while under treatment. An additional independent vari-
able was the source of the addiction. In one set of conditions (Internal Cause),

the subjects read the following case history information:

It has been discovered that while in the hospital Mr. Howel would complain of
greater pain than he was actually suffering in order to receive morphine injections.
He now admits that he ‘‘liked the feeling it gave him,” that it was ‘‘like being

drunk, only better.” (p. 71.)

An external cause was established for some subjects by an alternative descrip-

tion:

It has been discovered that the physician under whose care Mr. Howel had been; had
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indiscriminately administered large doses of morphine to him during his hospital
treatment. The physician had also inappropriately administered the drug to the
patient after his discharge from the hospital. Although aware of the fact that his
patient had become addicted, the physician failed to advise the patient of this con-
dition. (p. 71)

Obviously, there was a strong effect on rated attractiveness of the other in-
duced, by the Similar-Dissimilar manipulation (see Table 26). The dissimilar
other was assigned considerably less attractive attributes. What is more interest-
ing, however, is that a clear interaction occurs between the two main variables,
Addict-Normal and Similar-Dissimilar (combining the two addictions) (F
(1/52 df) = 7.34, p <.01). The combination of dissimilar attributes and mor-
phine addiction created a more appealing or admirable impression than these
dissimilar qualities associated with a Normal person, a ‘‘nonaddict,”” and the
opposite effect holds for similarity and addiction. Although we could easily
generate plausible reasons for this finding, they would not add particularly to
our present interest. The approach-avoidance index yielded extremely
pertinent and interesting data.

If one combines both addict conditions, there is a clear replication of the
earlier finding. The similar addict is avoided, and the same degree of similarity

Table 25
Avoidance Index: Means and Analysis of Variance® ¢
Normal Disturbed
Male Female Male Female
Similar 6.750¢ 4.750 9.917 10.000
Dissimilar 10.167 10.167 6.583 7.750

Analysis of variance

Source ar MS F
Similarity (A) 1 15.844 1
Handicap (B) 1 8.760 <1
Sex (C) 1 .844 <1
A xB 1 311.760 11.991¢
AxC 1 14.261 <1
B xC 1 15.844 <1
A xB x C 1 1.261 <1
Within cells 88 25.999

“From Novak & Letner (1968).

5N = 12 per cell.

“The higher the mean score, the greater the unwillingness to interact with the partner.
4y = < .001.
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except for the addiction leads to a clear tendency to approach, to want to meet
and talk with the other. The ‘‘dissimilar’’ normal person is avoided more than
if he were a morphine addict about to be withdrawn.

As Table 27 shows, there was also an unexpected difference between the
tendency to approach an addict who was portrayed as having brought about his
own addiction out of his craving for the drug (Internal Cause), and the clearly
innocent victim of a physician’s incompetence (External Cause). We had
expected that the latter, *‘Innocent’’ victim would be more threatening to the
subjects’ sense of security—after all, anyone could be an innocent victim—and
thus elicit the greatest avoidance when combined with the attributes that gen-

CHAPTER 9

Table 26

Subject’s Ratings of Patient’s Attractiveness
as Measured by Bipolar Adjective Scale?

Addict
Internal External Normal
Similar 99.70 97.00 107.55
(N = 10) (N=09) (N=9)
Dissimilar 78.82 81.50 64.71
(N =11) (N = 10) N=7)

“From Lerner & Agar (1972).

Table 27
Approach-Avoidance Index: Means and Analysis of Variance (Addict)* #
Addict
Internal External Normal

Similar 3.50 8.22 13.44

(N = 10) (N =9 (N =09
Dissimilar 9.73 14.20 10.57

(N = 11) (N = 10) (N=1

Analysis of variance

Source af MS F
Cause (C) 1 211.67 13.05°
Similarity (S) 1 373.64 23.03¢
Cx3$§ 1 .01 <1
Within cell 36 16.233

“From Letner & Agar (1972).
¢ higher the score the stronger the approach.
p <<.001.
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erated a strong impression of similarity with the victim. Just the opposite oc-
cuted. The similar addict was avoided more when he was portrayed as the
“‘cause’’ of his addiction than when relatively innocent. Why?

One possibility is that, since he brought about his own miserable fate, he
was seen as personally reprehensible. The evidence does not support that ex-
planation. If anything, the similar-internal addict is seen as a relatively attrac-
tive person, considerably more attractive and desirable than, for example, the
dissimilar addict who elicits a much greater willingness to approach.

So it is unlikely that subjects avoid the similar blameworthy addict because
they find him personally unattractive. One other possibility consistent with the
general line of thinking underlying this research is that we were dead wrong
about which addict condition would be most likely to elicit the sense of ‘‘iden-
tification.’” Of course, the subjects were able to “‘identify’’ somewhat with the
relatively innocent victim (external cause), but they truly saw themselves in the
victim who brought about his own grief because he had given in to the good
feeling generated by the drug. Almost all of us have gone through the expeti-
ence of drinking or eating too much, to our predictable detriment, solely be-
cause we wanted the ‘‘good feeling’’ it gave us. Although the internal addict
who was similar in so many ways had ‘‘control’’ over what happened to him, it
is the kind of control that we all misuse.

No data generated in this experiment speak directly to this explanation.
As it happens, the decision to exclude the seemingly useless, direct assessment
of the extent to which the subjects viewed the other as similar or different was
particularly unfortunate. At the least, we might have had some evidence about
whether our similar internal addict was seen as more or less similar than the
similar addict whose physician caused the addiction.

If we put the data from the two experiments together, they provide storng
confirmation of the theoretical hypotheses, and indirectly for the line of reason-
ing that generated the entire experimental situation. In a sense, though, as
nicely supportive as they appear, it is important to recognize at some point that
the results provide only indirect evidence for the social psychological processes
which interest us. Although I would not have thought of doing so at the time, 1
do regret that we did not have our subjects, or others, tell us fairly directly how
upset they wete by the victims we created for them. What thoughts did they
have when they learned that another person their same age, sex, and just about
everything else imaginable, had gone crazy? And what was their reaction to the
possibility that they would actually meet and talk with such a person? Was it
truly threatening to their sense of security? Did they want to reestablish their
comfort by derogating the victim, or by trying to find ways in which they were
truly different? And, failing those efforts, did they remain relatively anxious,
insecure, and eager to forget the whole business as soon as possible?

The findings certainly fit very well what one would expect, wete these pro-
cesses actually going on. Although the data generated in somewhar indirectly
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related experiments suggest that more than one set of factors may have ac-
counted for the reaction of somze of our subjects (Cooper & Jones, 1969; Taylor
& Mettee, 1971), the overwhelming conclusion is that victims who remind us of
ourselves are more likely to be avoided than those who are obviously ‘‘differ-
ent’’ from us, especially when there is no possibility that we can intervene on
their behalf.

Identification with Victims—Some Concluding Thoughts

What does this all mean, then, in relation to identification—the concern
with justice, and the way we react to victims? It is a reasonable conclusion that
we will be more bothered by the awareness of the suffering of someone with
whom we are identified than someone with whom this identification is weaker
ot nonexistent. And we have good reason to believe that we ‘‘identify’’ with
others in different ways, either because we are attached to them, because they
embody important virtues and values, or because we see outselves as vulnerable
to the same causal events. And the evidence seems to add up to the conclusion
that, although there are probably important differences associated with each of
these forms of identification, there are some patticularly important common
features in addition to the dimension of greater involvement with the fate of
the “‘identified-with’’ victim.

What seems to prevail as the dominant concern about the ‘‘fate’’ of those
with whom we identify is that they have what they desetve, that they are not
victimized by themselves or others. The experimental findings from Simmons
and Lerner, Comer and Laird, Bulman and Wortman, confirm that we are
willing, at times eager, to find ‘‘fault’’ with those we care about, to blame
them for things that happened to them. It is acceptable for them to suffer if it
is “‘deserved.’”” We accept and possibly need this view of life and its travails. If
anything, the evidence indicates that the more ‘‘identified’’ we are with some-
one by any of the possible links, the more important it is for us to find this link
between what happens to them and what they deserve. We have also uncovered
evidence about what we do when our ties to reality prevent us from finding the
needed ‘‘justification’’ for what happened. We tty to run away from those vic-
tims whose suffering makes no sense by any rules of a just world. And if that is
not possible, we may discover that no injustice has occurred after all.
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Who Believes in a Just World
Dimension or Style?

Throughout this book, I have been referring to the way ‘‘people’” react. The
clear implication, of course, is that we all need to and do believe that we live in
a just world, where rules of deserving and justice apply. But not all people be-
lieve that they live in a just world and probably not everyone cares whether the
world is just or not. And there probably are some people who would prefer to
believe that the world is a miserable jungle run by cynical forces, and that
tragedy, pathos, and emptiness are the central themes of human existence.

As it turns out, there are some interesting aspects to this matter of individ-
ual differences in the extent to which people maintain their belief in a just
world. Many of these are reflected in the kinds of comments and questions I
often get after describing the just-world ideas to an audience that has never
been exposed to them before. Along with the customary friendly reactions,
someone sooner or later announces that of course she/he does not believe that
the world is a “‘just’’ place. People are out for what they can get, limited only
by the constraints induced by the anticipation of internal or external sanctions.
At that point, I typically administer the ‘‘empathy test’’; I describe the signs of
human misery and degradation one can see on any tour of the slums, a psychia-
tric ward, or nursing home for the elderly. Or, I may describe some of the se-
quences involved in the subincision rites portrayed in the film that Lazarus, ez
@l. (1962) used in their research.

137
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Some people ‘‘flunk’’ the test. Their cool or condeming indifference is
not a defense; they really don’t give a damn. I think they are people whose very
early life experiences were such that the normal developmental processes, in-
cluding attachments to other people, never appeared. My diagnosis may be in-
correct, but, in any case, from what I can see through casual observation and in
research situations, these people are relatively few in number.

A more interesting variation of this same issue appears in another set of
questions. ‘‘Ate you saying, then, that there are no normal individual differ-
ences, that everyone needs to and does believe she/he lives in a just world?’’
Some important aspects of the Just World ideas are revealed by that sort of
question. For example, I find myself confessing, privately if not out loud, that
my best hunch is that, within the range of what we mean by normal, all people
will develop a ‘‘belief in a just world’’ sufficient to enable them to function
adequately in their society. Given a reasonably stable and complex environ-
ment, they will ‘‘naturally’’ develop a commitment to deserving as the central
theme in their goalseeking activities. And, given the ‘‘normal’’ processes
whereby people form attachments to one another, this commitment to deserv-
ing will be manifested in a commitment to justice for oneself and others—a just
world.

The question remains whether those assumptions are tantamount to
asserting that everyone has the same degree or form of belief in a just world.
Obviously not. Beyond a requisite amount of belief or trust in the justness of
their wotld, people certainly can and do differ in their view of their world, in-
cluding the way they find justice in it.

The Rubin and Peplau BJW Scale
A Description of the Scale

One way of looking at this issue is to assume, as did Rubin and Peplau,
that the belief in a just world is

an attitudinal continuum extending between two poles of total acceptance and total
tejection of the notion that the world is a just place. (1975, p. 66)

Setting aside for the moment the question of whether this is a valid portrayal of
the psychometric or psychological properties of the ‘‘Belief in a Just World”’
the facts have borne out the heuristic value of their approach. The items on the
scale have a great deal of ‘‘face’’ validity. I cannot imagine a more straightfor-
ward way of asking someone if they believe they live in a just world, then asking
them whether they agree with the statement, ‘‘Basically, the world is a just
place,”’ or ‘‘By and large, people get what they deserve’’ (1975, p. 69). To be
sure, some of the other items have more explicit referents, and are a little more
subtle, but not much more.
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In the most recent form of their ‘‘Just World Scale,’” the person is offered
three degrees of agreement or disagreement to select from—very much, some-
what, slightly—which yields a six-point continuum for each item. The scores
ate summed for all the items, yielding 2 minimum score of 20, with a maxi-
mum of 120 indicating complete affirmation of the justness of one’s world.
The items are as follows:

® Good deeds often go unnoticed and unrewarded.

¢ When parents punish their children, it is almost always for good rea-
sons.

It is rare for an innocent man to be wrongly sent to jail.

People who get *‘lucky breaks’’ have usually earned their good fortune.

Students almost always deserve the grades they receive in school.

It is often impossible for a person to receive a fair trial in this country.

Careful drivers are just as likely to get hurt in traffic accidents as careless

ones.

Men who keep in shape have little chance of suffering a heart attack.

¢ Crime doesn't pay.

¢ In professional sports, many fouls and infractions never get called by the
referee.

¢ Although evil men may hold political power for 2 while, in the general

course of history good wins out.

People who meet with misfortune often have brought it on themselves.

Basically, the world is a just place.

I've found that a person rarely deserves the reputation he has.

The political candidate who sticks up for his principles rarely gets elect-

ed.

By and large, people deserve what they get.

¢ Parents tend to overlook the things most to be admired in their chil-

dren.

¢ In any business or profession, people who do their job well rise to the

top.

e Many people suffer through absolutely no fault of their own.

® It is a common occurrence for a guilty person to get off free in Canadian

courts.

With an “‘instrument’’ that measures a personal construct, psychologists
often act as if they have found a ‘‘peek-a-scope’’ that enables them to look dir-
ectly into, or at least catch a glimpse of, someone’s psyche. If you believe that,
and have a great deal of courage, then opportunities open up for testing theo-
retically important -hypotheses. After all, up to this point our anecdotes, and
especially the experimentally generated data, all depend upon a rather
elaborate and often unspecified set of inferential leaps concerning what is going
on inside those who observe suffering and deprivation. We can only infer that
the differences in average scores across the various conditions are a function of
something going on inside the observers, that something being the need to be-
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lieve in a just world. But now, with an “instrument,’”’ we can more directly
examine the link between the way people react to events in their environment
and their belief in a just world. Remember, we are assuming at this point that
people have more or less of this belief, and that those with more are the ones
most likely to exhibit the characteristics and reactions we have assumed reflect
the person’s attempt to maintain this belief.

BJW Scale—Reactions to the Victims of the Draft Lottery

Let us look frst at the empirical validity of the Just World Scale. What
meaningful behaviors are correlated with the person’s total score on this scale?

It is only right that the most ambitious, and in some ways the most severe,
test of the validity of the Rubin and Peplau ‘‘BJW’’ Scale should have been
conducted by the authors. Using the draft lottery created during the Vietnam
wat, they gathered together 58 draft-eligible young men in groups of approx-
imately six each to listen to the broadcast of the 1971 lottery which would de-
termine the likelihood, and in some cases the certainty, that they would be
drafted into the armed forces. Fifty of the 58 participants were recruits from the
university communities in and around Boston. They came together before the
lottery, and filled out a series of questionnaires, including the BJW scale. After
learning their respective fates, they completed another series of questionnaires,
some of which were repeats.

" One of Rubin and Peplau’s most remarkable findings was that, regardless
of BJW scores, there was a strong association between the person’s fate in the
lottery and his subsequently measured ‘‘self-esteem.’” It appeared that those
who had relatively bad draft rankings were likely to lower their self-esteem, and
those who had good ones revealed an enhanced self-concept. Why should that
have happened? There may have been something attifactual built into the
measure, so that it was inappropriately sensitive to the respondents’ shift in
mood (Cobb, Brooks, Kasl, & Connelly, 1966). Or is it conceivable that these
young men actually went through the primitive response of condemning them-
selves for their fate, seeing their terrible fate as punishment, retribution, for
past sins? It is hard to tell what that single finding means, but it is intriguing.

Their analysis of the relation between the young men’s BJW scores and
their reactions to one another subsequent to learning their respective fates gen-
erated rather remarkable findings. Those BJW whose scotes were in the top
third of this gorup were affected by the knowledge of the other person’s fate in
ways that distinguished them from the othets. Overall, there was a general ten-
dency to express sympathy and liking for the lottery “‘losers.’”” Howevert, those
in the top third on the belief in a just world displayed the theoretically ex-
pected tendency to “‘reject’’ these innocent victims. For example, the more
probable it was that one of their group members would be drafted, the less lik-
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ing for and comfort with that person. In fact, they expressed measurably greater
““resentment’’ toward those who were most likely to be victimized by the sys-
tem (Rubin & Peplau, 1973).

Actually, I find these results rather astounding. Consider, for example,
that the measures and ratings employed as dependent variables were rather
crude indices of unestablished reliability, let alone validity. Also, their subjects
were a fairly homogeneous lot in terms of background, education, and general
level of sophistication. The vast majority were members of the subculture
found in the Eastern University environment, a very ‘‘savvy,”” bright, political-
ly and socially aware, ‘‘liberal’’ group. These are not the kind of folks that one
would expect to endorse the ‘‘obvious,”’ almost childlike magical belief in the
justness of one’s world that is offered by the items on the BJW Scale. Although
Rubin and Peplau report no absolute scores, it is most likely that even the third
of their sample that achieved the highest BJW scores found it difficult to sub-
scribe fully to most aspects of the belief system assessed by that scale. There is
also the fact that these young men had sufficient reason and opportunity to feel
closely identified with one another. They had a great deal in common, includ-
ing a common task and a potentially shared fate. And finally, by the time they
learned of their individual fates, they had spent sufficient time together to
form some impressions of one another as a background against which the ‘‘just
world’’ effect had to appear. All things considered, it is truly remarkable that
Rubin and Peplau found any effect at all, much less one that fit their theo-
retical model.

When I read a study like this, with highly improbable but theoretically ex-
citing findings, I often have two rather different reactions. One, usually the
initial reaction, is to be terribly impressed. If, given all the noise in the design,
sample, and measures, the results still appear to some significant extent, then it
follows that the underlying process being tapped must be very powerful. I am
fully convinced. But then, later, I tend to worry. If the odds were so great
against the theoretically posited reason for the effects to appear, then a more
immediate artifact in the procedure must have created the results. Certainly,
with a cotrelational study, one has to be especially concerned about *‘third
variable’’ effects.

BJW Scale and Reactions to Infustices in Society

A number of subsequent efforts did more than assuage my doubts about
the BJW Scale. For example, more than one investigator has found a clear rela-
tionship between people’s BJW scores and their responsiveness to issues of jus-
tice associated with criminal acts. High BJW ‘jurists’’ are both more likely to
give stiff sentences to defendants who have been convicted of a crime such as
negligent homicide (Gerbasi & Zuckerman, 1975; lzzett, 1974), and also to
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find the victims more culpable and ‘‘deserving’’ of their fate. This latter effect
appeared even with the victim of a clear case of rape (Gerbasi, Zuckerman, &
Reis, 1977). Both of these reactions seem to be direct results of the person’s
greater concern with seeing to it that justice prevails, that no real harm was
done, and in any case the harm-doer will certainly be punished sufficiently.
There is also the entire set of reactions that are virtually the opposite or mirror
image of the tendency to condemn victims: the attempt to restore justice by
helping victims.

One could reasonably interpret the meaning of a high score on the Rubin
and Peplau (1975) scale in more than one way. Someone who agrees, for ex-
ample, with the assertion that *‘All the world is a just place,’’ or disagrees with
“‘Good deeds often go unnoticed or unrewarded,’’ could be reflecting rather
directly the belief system that was inculcated by the socializing agents in their
environment. This is what their friends, parents, and religious leaders believe,
and taught them to believe. And, as a result, they of course tend to interpret
what they see happening around them to fit these beliefs.

On the other hand, many of the items on the BJW Scale tap a very naive
view of social reality. I can’t imagine how anyone could reasonably agree totally
with such statements as: ‘‘In almost any business or profession, people who do
their job well rise to the top,”’ or “‘Crime doesn’t pay,’’ or ‘‘People who meet
with misfortune have often brought it on themselves,”” or disagree with the as-
sertion that ‘‘Many people suffer through absolutely no fault of their own.”’
The common underlying theme appears to be a strong faith in the presence of
an omniscient, omnipotent force, that sees to it that justice and goodness tri-
umphs, and that wickedness is punished, as revealed explicitly in Irerz 14:
‘*Although evil men may hold political power for a while, in the general course
of history good wins out.”’

It seems plausible that the belief in a hand which guides everyone’s des-
tiny to ensure that justice prevails requires a motivated effort on the part of a
reasonably bright and aware adult in our society. That person either would have
to have been raised in an environment which screened out or prevented the
processing of a great deal of information, or for some reason have refused to
face the facts of life. If the latter is the case, then the condemnation of victims is
essentially a ‘‘defensive’’ reaction generated to protect the belief in the all-
seeing, all-protecting agent of justice.

Of course, it is difficult to generate definitive evidence concerning the val-
idity of these alternative possibilities, especially when one realizes that, in all
probability, some combination of these and many other processes are involved
in the complex of reactions tapped by the BJW Scale. It should be possible,
however, to approach these issues by examining the way those who manifest
more or less of this form of ‘‘Belief in a Just World’’ react when confronted
with the opportunity to act on behalf of a ‘‘victim’’—to prevent or eliminate
an instance of injustice.



DIMENSION OR STYLE? 143

It follows that, if the BJW measure assesses a motivationally based con-
struction of social reality, then those with a strongly held belief should be more
willing to engage in costly efforts to prevent an injustice than those who are
more willing to accept the facts of life. Injustices often do occur, and, often
enough, the bad guys win out over the good. What I am assuming at this point
is that those people who get a high score on the BJW Scale are exhibiting 2 mo-
tivated distortion to meet their own needs, while those with lower scores are
more ‘‘realistc,”’ and at the other extreme possibly somewhat cynical or
anomic. If this is the case, then it is a safe bet that those with high BJW scores
will not only be likely to condemn victims, but will also be more altruistic than
those with lower scotes in the appropriate context. They should be more highly
motivated to respond to the legitimate needs of other people.

There is a theoretically interesting qualification to this hypothesis. If high
BJW'’s greater willingness to help is essentially a defensive reaction, then these
people should be highly sensitive to the potential for actual restoration or pre-
vention of an injustice. They will help when the circumstances indicate that
their efforts will be completely successful, and sufficient to meet the demands
of justice. When the complete elimination of the injustice is impossible or im-
probable to some degree, or when they do not have sufficient assurance that
justice will prevail, then they may be less likely to try to help the victim, and
more likely to engage in one of the other ‘‘defensive’’ reactions, such as deny-
ing the victim’s fate, or construing the victim as the kind of person who de-
serves to suffer or be deprived.

A Test of the '‘Defensive’’ Component in BJW

Dale Miller (1977a) translated these ideas into a set of hypotheses amen-
able to experimental examination. He reasoned that, if a victim were portrayed
as a single victim of injustice with relatively finite manageable needs, then
those with a strong belief in a just world would be considerably more responsive
than those with a weaker belief in a just world. Other things being equal, the
latter people would have less motivation to incur the personal costs of helping
the victim. If, however, the same victim were construed as one among many of
a kind prevalent in society, the extra incentive for the high-BJW people to get
involved in helping would be eliminated. In fact, one might conjecture that
the high-BJW people would be more likely to avoid helping victims of unre-
lievable unjust deprivation. Rather than help, they might condemn.

The subjects Dale Miller employed were university students, who partici-
pated initially to a fairly pleasant task for experimental credit. At the end of
that session, they were given the opportunity to volunteer for further sessions to
work on similar tasks. Presumably, the experimenter with whom they had
worked had left the situation, and would have no idea of theit response to the
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Table 28
Mean Number of Sessions Volunteered as a Function of Belief
in a Just World and Presentation of Victim?

Presentation of victim

Belief in 2 just world Isolate Group Control
High 8.9 3.1 2.1
Low 3.0 3.9 4.3

“From Miller (1977a).

solicitation which appeared as a printed form to be completed by the subject.

The expetimental conditions were created by variations in the information
contained on this form. In the Control conditions, the subjects were informed
that their help would be valuable to the experimenter, and they were asked to
indicate the number of sessions they would be willing to do.

In the two experimental conditions they learned that the psychology de-
partment had been made aware of the case of a mother who had been deserted
by her husband. She had great difficulty taking care of her family, especially
since she was ttying to go to secretarial school, and could only maintain a part-
time job. Life was extremely difficult for her and her young children. It was also
explained that there were no funds the department could give directly to this
woman, but it would be possible to use the funds allocated for research if the
participants would donate the $2.00 for each session they worked to the family.
Each subject could volunteer for up to twenty sessions, with the pay going to
this desperately needy family.

The only difference between the Isolate and the Group experimental con-
ditions was that in the latter the subjects also leatned that there were at least
300 other families in the area with similar needs. The individual need in all
cases was emphasized by pointing out that *‘the welfare of Mrs. R. and her chil-
dren is of immediate concern,’’ and that they were only going to be asked to
help Mrs. R. (Miller, 1977a, p. 117). The main dependent variable was the
number of sessions elected by the subjects in each of these conditions.

The subjects had completed the BJW Scale earlier in a different setting,
and for purposes of analysis they were divided into those above and below the
median of their group. The findings can be seen in the following table. Essen-
tially, there is one discrepant cell. The high-BJW subjects were very responsive
to the opportunity to help the single victim. That reaction did not appear when
the victim was portrayed as a member of a large group. It is also worth noting
that there was no significant correlation between BJW scores and volunteer
rates in the Group condition, but there wasan 7 = .56 (» <.06) between these
measures in the Isolate condition.
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In a second experiment, Dale Miller varied the nature of the victimization
by emphasizing that the solicitation to help was tied to the Christmas season—
each year the psychology department raised funds for ten needy families. This
he designated the Temporary suffering condition. In the Continuous suffering
condition there was no mention made of the time of year. The act of help in-
volved donating (anonymously) some part of the three dollars, or more if they
wished, that they were paid for participating in the same sort of task that had
been employed in the first experiment. It was clear, in all cases, that there
would be no further solicitation of funds linked to their reaction to the appeal.
Also, presumably no one could know if they gave anything at all to the victims.
Again, for the purposes of analysis the subjects were divided into those who
had scored above or below the median of their group on the BJW Scale. The
main findings are revealed in the following table.

In this study it appeats that the specific Christmas solicitation (Temporary)
was mote effective than the general request (Continuous), (» < .025). There
was also an interaction between degree of BJW and kind of solicitation (F =
3.24). The high-BJW subjects were much more affected by the nature of the
appeal, giving more than the low-BJW in the Temporary condition, and sig-
nificantly less in the Continuous. The correlations between donations and BJW
score is negative in the Continuous condition (r = — .42), and positive in the
Temporary (r = + .37). These two correlations differed significantly from one
another (p < .05).

Where the act of help is defined as a discrete event legitimized by the so-
ciety, then the greater the BJW the more responsive the person. When the soli-
citation is portrayed as the opportunity to get involved in the ongoing suffering
and deprivation in our society, then the higher the score on the BJW scale the
less likely the person is to act on behalf of the victim. Apparently, then, those
who score high on the BJW scale may be morte or less willing to help victims
than those who appear less ‘‘believing.’’ The responsiveness of high-BJW peo-
ple to the fate of others seems to be tailored to maintain or protect the belief in
the pervasiveness of justice in what happens around them. Their reactions fit

Table 29
Mean Donation Rate (in Cents) as a Function of Belief in a
Just World and the Duration of the Victims’ Suffering® ¢

Duration of the victim’s suffering

Belief in a just world Temporary Continuous
High 167 62
Low 127¢ 109°

“From Miller (1977a).
All means except those with 2 common superscript differ at the 5% level.
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very well the motivational, defensively based meaning of a relatively high score
on that scale.

The ‘‘Functional’’ Use of BJW-Related Acts: Appeasing the Gods

Some additional evidence for the ‘‘functional’’ basis of the kind of
BJW mcasured by the Rubin and Peplau scale was generated in an ingenious
effort by Miron Zuckerman (1975). In the first two of the experiments he re-
ports, the main experimental variable was the ‘‘time’’ of a telephone appeal to
volunteer for an altruistic act. The other independent variable was whether the
subject’s BJW score fell above (High BJW) or below the median for that sample
(Low BJW). In the first experiment, subjects were called either five weeks be-
fore the midterm or two days before the midterm exam. In the second experi-
ment, the two time periods were either four weeks before the final exam, or at
the beginning of the final exam period. In the first experiment, the dependent
variable was the number of experimental sessions volunteered. In the second
experiment, subjects were asked to volunteer up to five hours to read to a blind
student in night school. In the third experiment, the ‘“‘time’’ variable was not
manipulated. All subjects were called a week before final exams started to par-
ticipate in a one-hour experiment. The results of the three studies can be seen
in the following table.

During the normal course of the year, there was no discernible difference
in the way high- or low-BJW students reacted to a request for help. However,
just ptior to an exam, a critical event in their lives, the high-BJW subjects were
clearly more willing to be altruistic, to do a good deed for someone.

What Zuckerman had suspected is that people who held the kinds of be-
liefs tapped by the BJW Scale would be inclined to comply with a request for
“help’’ at a time in their lives when they were very concerned about what the
fates would bring them. It follows that someone who finds it easy to agree with
such assertions as ‘‘People who get lucky breaks have usually earned their good
fortune’’ is likely to be afraid to do anything to anger the fates, displease the

Table 30
The Effect of a Person’s ‘‘Belief in a Just Wotld’” on Volunteering to Help”
Exp. 1% Exp. 2¢ Exp. 3°
Mid Exam Mid Exam Exam
HiBJW 2.83 3.17 2.70 1.35 43.7
LoBJW 3.33 2.17 2.32 .25 25

%Adapted from data presented in Zuckerman (1975).
umber of hours volunteered.
‘% agreeing to participate.
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gods. Perhaps some of these students were in the throes of the kind of dialogue
that many of us have experienced at times of great expectation or fear: ‘‘Just get
me out of this one, God, and I will be good for the rest of my life.’’ Before one
of the really important events, we may engage in our personal set of magical
rituals—the clothes we wear, when and how we review the material.

What this chain of reasoning assumes is that, for the high scorer on the
BJW Scale, that system of beliefs provides a ready-made sanction for whatever
happens to people, including one’s self. In addition, it enters into the person’s
goalseeking in a functional sense. If I truly believe that people almost always
get what they deserve, because that is the way the world is constructed, that is
the way the ‘‘fates’’ work, then, on those occasions when I have a great invest-
ment in a certain outcome, | will take every opportunity to do something
“‘good,”’ I will try to prove to the fates that I am a *‘desetving’’ person, some-
one worthy of their favor.

The Miller and Zuckerman experiments accomplished at least two things.
They created the basis for some confidence that the BJW Scale is actually
measuring a relatively stable personal attribute involving a kind of belief in the
way justice appears in one’s world. Second, they shed considerable light on the
motivational processes associated with this kind of belief system. Those who are
in relatively great agreement with this view of the world will defend the via-
bility of this belief, even when it is relatively costly to themselves in terms of
other resources—their time and money. And at the same time, they will design
their actions to meet the dictates of the belief system, being “‘extra’’ good in
order to be ‘‘extra’’ deserving.

BJW as a Correlate of Soctal Attitudes

Possibly the most important test of the validity of the BJW measure is the
extent to which it predicts the way people interpret what they see happening
around them. We would expect, for example, that those who score relatively
highly on the BJW measute construe virtually everything that happens to fit the
general rule that essentially justice prevails, and the evidence indicates that this
appeats to be the case. For example, in their initial study, Rubin and Peplau
(1973) reported survey data which indicate that, among a sample of university
students, there was a significant correlation between BJW scores and the belief
in an active God, the tendency to justify the plight of blacks and women, and a
negative relation to their measures of social activism. Surprisingly, they found
no significant correlation with attitudes toward the poor.

Peplau and Tyler in a U.C.L.A. study (1975) found the expected positive
relation between BJW scores and the tendency to see political events in a posi-
tive sense, to see the status quo as desirable, and to be politically and econom-
ically conservative. Their high-BJW respondents were less cynical about politics
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and politicians; they were, for example, more likely to be opposed to. impeach-
ment and finding fault with Nixon’s handling of Watergate.

Another Look at Reactions to the 'Innocent Victim'': B]W in the
Lerner and Simmons Paradigm

Given the scale’s demonstrated relation to the tendency to justify the
status quo, including condemnation or lack of sympathy for victims in society
at large, it would be valuable to go back to the situation that generated a great
part of the experimental findings, and see if, in fact, ‘‘the Belief in a Just
World'' was an operative factor in determining how the people reacted to that
victimization. Fortunately, Miron Zuckerman and his colleagues decided to do
just that. (Zuckerman, Getbasi, Kravitz, & Wheeler, 1975.)

Their design included three experimental conditions of varying ‘‘observa-
tional sets.”’ In one, they replicated the instructions given to the Lerner and
Simmons (1966) observers to be attentive to cues of emotional and physical
arousal. In the second condition, they replicated the Aderman ez 2/, (1974)
‘‘imagine self’’ instructions. In the third, designed to be a test of Godfrey and
Lowe’s (1975) interptetation of their findings, the observers were informed that
they were actually watching an ‘‘obedience experiment’’ designed to see how
long the victim would put up with the experimenter’s instructions and con-
tinue to suffer. In addition to the three experimental conditions, the subjects
were divided, in the analysis, into those whose BJW scores fell above or below
the median of the entire group.

The central findings of the study were that (a) there were no differences in
the assignment of negative attributes to the victim among the three experimen-
tal conditions, (b) there was a clear difference in reactions to the victim and
various aspects of the experimental situation between observers with a High
versus a Low Belief in a Just World-—regardless of the experimentally induced
set.

Not only was there a greater tendency to denigrate the victim’s character
among the high-BJW observers, but in response to other measures the high
scores were more likely to describe the learning experiment as important (High
= 81.1%, Low = 57.9%, X? = 3.71), less likely to see any cruelty involved
(42.3% vs. 71.5%, X? = 4.84) and they responded more positively to the ex-
petiment in their freely written comments (83.3% vs. 63.2%, X? = 3.09). It
was also interesting that fewer of the obsetvers classified as high-BJW men-
tioned the possibility that the victim could have stopped the proceedings
(11.2% vs. 42.1%, X2 = 4.88).

Zuckerman et 4/. also constructed a composite score based upon the obser-
vet’s response to those items assessing his/her view of the situation, and cotre-
lated this measure with the observer’s reaction to the victim. Interestingly
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enough, they found a substantial positive relation between these two measures
among the high-BJW subjects ( = .50, p < .01), whereas there was a negative
relation among the low-BJW observers ( = — .32). The differences between
these two correlations was highly significant.

What does this mean? According to Zuckerman ez /., and I tend to agree
with them,

These different patterns of correlations indicate that LBJW'’s tended to use either
derogation or some situational evaluation to maintain their belief in a just world,
while HBJW's supported their belief in more than one way. (p. 11)

The typical high-BJW observers not only derogated the victim, but they also
saw the entire situation in a more positive light.

So we are again discussing the way people reacted to the young woman
being shocked while she tried to remember pairs of nonsense syllables (Lerner &
Simmons, 1966). We inferred then that the different degtees of denigration of
the victim reflected the observers’ motivated attempt to maintain their belief in
a ‘“‘just world’": The greater the undeserved suffering, the more negative the
view of the victim’s personal characteristics, in order to “‘justify’’ her fate.
Zuckerman and his colleagues have now provided us with considerably more
confidence that the tendency to denigrate the ‘‘innocent victim’’ was, in fact,
associated with the observers’ commitment to the belief that people get what
they deserve, as that belief is assessed by the items on the Rubin and Peplau
BJW Scale. That is the same belief system associated with condemnation of the
victim to be found in the larger society; an acceptance and active support of the
political and social status quo, the willingness to help people in need if the out-
come of their actions is almost certain to provide evidence that justice prevails,
and; when faced with an impending critical event, engaging in symbolic acts,
rituals, in order tc appease the fates.

Construct Validity of BIW-Related Personal Dimensions:
“I-E,”” ““F,’’ “‘PEC,"" and Soctal Attitudes

The Belief in a Just World measure has proved most fruitful in generating
research that established the ‘‘construct validity’’ of the measure, and at the
same time provided important, invaluable, support for the hypotheses that the
commitment to the belief that they live in a just world can lead people to con-
demn victims, and invent functional myths about themselves, social causality,
and others.

But that is not all. Throughout this discussion of the Belief in a Just World
—its origins, functions, effects, we have considered one or another alternative
way of encompassing our findings within other more familiar theoretical ex-
planations—cognitive dissonance, balance, generalization of social learning,
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various attributional and information processing models. The work with the
BJW Scale has added an important dimension to this inquiry, by enabling us to
examine the empirical ties between this system of belief and other related per-
sonal qualities or beliefs systems.

It is often the case, when describing the processes involved in the Just
World hypothesis, that a sophisticated listener will point out that we seem to
be talking about a *‘locus of control’” dimension (Rotter, 1966); ot that we are
describing the psychology of the ‘‘Authoritarian’’ syndrome that Adorno ez @/.
(1950) identified some time ago; or that we are speaking only about people
who grow up in a culture dominated by the values of the Protestant Ethic
(Mirels & Garrett, 1971). And, in fact, there is both some conceptual and em-
pirical evidence to support their insights.

Our assertion that people have a need to believe they live in a world where
people can get what they deserve, so that they are willing and able to engage in
concerted efforts to get what they want, seems to conjure up the image of
people who are highly invested in believing they can and do control important
events. That seems to be what Rotter (1966) and his followers have described
and measured as an ‘‘internal’’ locus of control orientation. The evidence in
support of the predictive utility of this dimension is overwhelming. It is linked
in theoretically meaningful ways with a wide range of behaviors.

Similarly, the tendency to see the status quo as desirable, including the
condemnation of the ‘‘weak’’ and ‘‘infetior’’ folks in society, and the related
adoption of a conservative political and social ideology, is what one would ex-
pect from those ‘‘Authoritarian’’ characters who score highly on one or another
of the ““F’’ (for Fascist) scales. These people are required, presumably by their
own dynamics, to identify with the ‘‘strong’’ and the ‘“‘status quo,”” and to
condemn those who are ‘‘weak’’ and ‘‘different’’ (Adorno ¢ 4/., 1950).

The emphasis on deserving—usually through effort and self-deprivation—
smacks of the Protestant Ethic ideology, which views hard work and suffering as
the path to righteousness. Although salvation may not be achieved in this man-
net, it is through establishing that one’s travails are in fact rewarded with earth-
ly goods that one can find the signs that one is among the chosen, the saved.
The items that were constructed by Mirels and Garrett (1971) to tap this dimen-
sion seem to reveal many common elements with Just World beliefs.

In their summary of the relevant literature, Rubin and Peplau (1975) re-
port a number of studies which show a substantial correlation between their
BJW measure and each of these dimensions. It seems reasonable to assume,
then, that they do in fact tap something in common; but what? And what are
the implications of these correlations for our understanding of the origins and
function of the Belief in a Just World?

Although we may be stretching it a bit, the cotrelation with the Protes-
tant Ethic measures may imply that there is a strong social learning component
in the development of BJW. People adopt the belief as a function of their be-

I
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ing socialized into the dominant cultural ethic. The association with the
Authoritarian syndrome is consistent with the view that adults who manifest
the BJW to any great degree are products of a particularly screwed-up family
pattern. Their early history consisting of dogmatic, rigid parents prevented
them from having the kind of experiences which would enable them to develop
more advanced views of social rules, justice, and causality. They are still fixated
somewhat at the early primitive stages of cognitive functioning (Adorno ez 4/.,
1950; Kohlberg, 1969; Piaget, 1948). And, certainly, the strong association
with Rotter’s measure of locus of control (1966) implies that we are not measur-
ing a concern with justice, but rather the belief in a certain kind of predictable
and manageable environment, in which people can arrange their own fates.

Miron Zuckerman and his associates have conducted a number of studies
to clarify the relation between the Belief in a Just World and the ‘‘internal-
external’’ locus of control personal dimension (I-E) (Rotter, 1966). They were
first able to show, on the basis of theit own and others’ work, that one could
identify a “‘just wotld’’ component tapped by the I-E measure, and that this
component, when looked at separately, did not yield the expected relation with
other I-E related variables, such as preference for skill or chance or achievement
motivation. The fact that this I-E factor did, however, correlate significantly
with the Rubin and Peplau BJW measure helps explain the consistent relation
other investigators have found between I-E and BJW (Zuckerman & Gerbasi,
1977a; Zuckerman, Gerbast, & Marion, 1977).

Even more to the point were their and others’ findings which showed that
both the BJW component in the I-E and the Rubin and Peplau scales were re-
lated to political conservatism, interpersonal trust, and the adherence to tradi-
tional values, while the previously measured relations between the I-E total
scale scores and these variables is eliminated if the BJW component is partialled
out. It also appears that the relation between internality and political activity,
as well as the reaction to victims, is mediated by the just world component
(Zuckerman & Gerbasi, 1977b,¢).

We decided to examine these personal dimensions as part of a course in so-
cial psychology; we wanted to see how they appear in the way a group of young
adults view the society in which they live. Although there are good reasons, as
described earlier, to believe that each of these dimensions—BJW, Internal-
External locus of control, Authoritarianism, and Protestant Ethic beliefs,
should show great similarities to the others in its relation to the perception of
social events, nevertheless, there should be some important and interesting dif-
ferences which can be teased out. For example, the pessimistic and angry Au-
thoritarian view of the world is clearly at odds with the general optimism as-
sociated with the belief that one lives in a just world.

In order 1o reveal how these personal dimensions appeared in subjects’
views of what was happening in their world, we provided them with a variety of
social issues. We were particularly interested in how these dimensions were re-
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lated to people’s reactions to the disadvantaged and the *‘different’’ victims of
society.

The subjects in this study (Lerner, 1978) were 106 university students tak-
ing a course in introductory social psychology. Each had at least one previous
course in psychology, and almost all were beyond their first year of university.
The first five questionnaires included measures of the dimensions discussed
above. Subjects then responded to two other questionnaires, assessing their
opinions about various categories or groups of people. Other items provided
subjects with the opportunity to express their degree of satisfaction with con-
temporary mores, and their opinions concerning the state and future of their
country. The items were combined on an a priori basis to yield twelve measures.
The measures and examples of the items are:

Poverty and the poor:
More money should be spent in caring for the poor.
Contemporary motes:
The attitudes of the younger generation toward sex are more honest
than those of previous generations.
Satisfaction and optimism:
Canada will ______ in the next ten years. (alternatives from
“‘generally improve’’ to ‘‘generally deteriorate’”)
Blame of United States and foreigners for holding back the advancement
of Canada:
The growth and advancement of Canada has been held back by the
dominance of the culture and education by American influence.
Blame of fellow Canadians:
Same stem as above followed by: The exploitation of Canadians by
the Canadian business community.
Blame of radicals:
Same stem as above followed by: Radicals and Subversive groups.
Attitude toward ‘‘Canadian Identity’’:
An increased demand for the expression of a Canadian national iden-
tity could lead to greater self-respect.
The Separatistes in Quebec:
Would develop a society that was better for everyone in Quebec, not
only the French.
Are using religious prejudices to create distrust of the Protestant Eng-
lish-speaking Canadians.
The Indians and Metis:
Are denied the opportunities afforded to other, European-Canadians.
Will stay on welfare and special grants as long as they can.
The Americans who come to Canada:
Are a threat to the Canadian way of life.
Contribute greatly to the Canadian scene:
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The Jews in Canada:
Are a very warm and generous people.
Are among the first to sell out Canada.to their American relatives.
The Maritime Provinces:
Have genuine pride in their way of life.
Expect the national government to take care of them and their prob-
lems.

Twenty-five measures were computed for each subject out of all the ques-
tionnaires. These scores were intercorrelated, using the Pearson Product Mo-
ment. The first principal components of this matrix were extracted and rotated
to simple structure according to the VARIMAX criterion (Table 31).

Three of the four factors which emerged form this analysis seem to make
good social psychological sense. The first factor resembles a general ‘‘Xenopho-
bia.”” Although not all the minority or *‘alien’’ groups were tepresented on this
factor, attitudes toward Jews, the poor, Americans, and Indians and Metis did
have substantial loadings. The Xenophobia component also seems teflected in
the items designed to measure acceptance of social change concerning sexual
mores, marriage, drugs, and agents of change—such as radicals. This ethnocen-
trism takes on a very familiar meaning, with the high loading of the *‘F’’ Scale
and Protestant Ethnic Scale. It would be no surprise to anyone to find that

Table 31
The Four Factors and the Items with Loadings Greater than .35°

Factor 1 Facror I
Item Loading Item Loading
Protestant ethic scale +.66 Just world scale +.65
“F’ scale +.63 Americans +.57
Blame radicals +.58 Satisfaction and optimism +.55
Contemporary mores -.37 ““Internal’’ locus of control +.36
Indians and Metis ~.39 Protestant ethic scale +.35
Ameticans - .49 Indians and Metis -.50
Poor -.57
Jews -.73

Factor 111 Factor IV
Item Loading Item Loading
Size of community +.76 Social desirability scale + .50
Estimated SES +.55 Canadian identity + .47
Religious commitment (self) -.56 Religious view of self - .38
Ethnic ties (self) -.78 Father’s education - .40

Ethnic ties (family) - .76

“From Lerner (1978).
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those people who score highly on the measure of authoritarianism condemn
‘‘out-groups,”’ especially Jews.

By contrast, the second factor seems to represent more of a ‘“Win-Lose’’
world view. Those who score high on the items with high loading on this scale
think the world is a just place where people get what they deserve, generally
through their own efforts and sacrifice. The world is just, and life is fine and
improving all the time. It is worth noting that the two social categories which
load highly on this factor represent both the ‘‘archwinners,”” Americans, and
the ‘‘archlosers,”” Indians and Metis, in Canadian society as seen in Ontario.
Belief in a Just World is associated with positive loadings, liking, for Ameri-
cans, and negative loadings, dislike, of losers (Indians and Metis).

Attitudes toward Jews fail to appear on this factor. One reasonable hunch
is that they are seen both as winners and losers; socially, they are losers, still re-
stricted from certain neighborhoods and clubs. At the same time, the Jews are
often seen as being financially, and, more recently, politically succesful. The
‘‘minority’’ groups which had the weakest loadings on either Factors I and II
were the Maritimers and Separatistes. Although this was not expected, one
might speculate that these categories are less different than the others on im-
portant dimensions (Factor I), and probably less clearly defined as either de-
prived or highly successful (Factor II).

Factor II seems to confirm what most people know. There is a positive asso-
ciation among such factors as the size of community in which one grew up, the
degree of identification with an ethnic group, one’s sense of commitment to a
religion, and the socioeconomic status (estimated) of one’s family. To say it all
more simply, among the students in this sample, the poor kids were small-town
farm boys who felt a relatively strong tie to their ethnic group, and a sense of
commitment to their religion. At the other end were the ‘‘city slickers,”’ rela-
tively higher social class cosmopolitans, who had little sense of religious iden-
tity, ot of belonging to an ethnic group.

Given the rather obvious direct quality of so many of the questionnaire
items employed in this study, it is interesting that we find a high loading on
the Social Desirability Scale (Crowne & Marlowe, 1964) only on the fourth fac-
tor. We also find in this factor the first appearance of background vatiables
mixed with social attitudes. Apparently at one of the poles on this factor is a
picture of someone who comes from a family with weak ethnic ties, whose
father has little formal education, and who does not view himself as a religious
person, but rather attempts to present himself in a positive light, including
picking up the new public anthem and thereby identifying with ‘‘The Canadi-
an Fact.”

These results have some important implications for the understanding of
how people react to the victims of economic inequality or social discrimination
in our society. The evidence from this study indicates that, to the extent to
which the Authoritarianism dimension is operative in one’s life, one is likely to
exhibit a general condemnation of those who are known to be ‘‘weak and dif-



DIMENSION OR STYLE? 155

ferent,”” or those who would make demands for social change. As a conse-
quence, almost anyone who needs help in our society, or those who would
attempt to create effective change designed to meet these needs, would be
derogated and resisted by the Authoritarian.

The dimension typified by the Belief in a Just World is for the most part
independent of, and orthogonally related to, the Authoritarianism syndrome.
Nevertheless, there are some important similarities as well as differences in
terms of the specific attributes and attitudes associated with these two dimen-
sions. The strong commitment to a Belief in a Just World is not associated with
the general condemnation of the deprived members of society, nor with the re-
sistance to social change typified by Authoritarianism. The deserving compon-
ent, however, in the Belief in a Just World implies that people can, and should,
control their own fate. Obviously, this can lead to a justification of the status
quo—those who are highly privileged must have deserved it, and those who are
deprived had it coming as a result of their own failures—or, at the worst, it is
just a matter of time until they earn their way out of their miserable condition.

As we have seen in a number of our experiments, the irony inherent in the
“‘justice’” aspect of the belief in a just world is that it often takes the form of
sustification. In this survey of social attitudes, we find the same ironic pattern
appearing in the strong association of this dimension with positive attitudes
toward Americans, mixed reactions to the Jews, but, again, a negative reaction
to the obvious victims of society—the impoverished, discriminated-against In-
dians and Metis.

The Belief in a Just World: Styles of ‘‘Defense’’

The Effect of Experience on BJW: Abandonment or Transformation?

It takes a while to digest the array of findings that have been generated in
and around the BJW Measure developed by Rubin and Peplau. The pattern of
correlates is impressive and extremely persuasive. There certainly does seem to
be an important dimension that is tapped by that scale, and it appeats to reflect
beliefs about the extent to which one lives in a just world. Although related to
other dimensions in meaningful ways, it is psychologically distinct from the
Authoritarian syndrome, the acceptance of Protestant Ethic-related beliefs, or
an Internal versus External locus of control.

Having stated and accepted all of that, it is time to return to those initial
questions concerning how people differ in their view of justice in their environ-
ment. Remember that Rubin and Peplau construed the Belief in a Just World
as a dimension on which people can vary from what I presume would be the
firm belief that the world is an unjust place, through some middling degree of
belief that people at least at times get what they deserve, to the equally com-
plete and firm belief that justice prevails at all times. Appatently, people who
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seem to believe most completely in a totally just environment are most likely to
be responsive to the fate of others in the ways that we have examined: con-
demning or helping victims. Other people, the vast majority, are presumably
more objectively reasonable in their reactions.

From their petspective, Rubin and Peplau see the Belief in a Just World as
characteristic of the immature, primitive stage of moral development. If matur-
ity accompanies aging, then most mature adults would be *‘likely to abandon
the belief in a just world’’ (Rubin & Peplau, 1975, p. 75). They summarize
their thinking in the following way:

While most people probably believe in a just world during at least part of their
childhood, they come to question this belief as they grow older. This questionning
may be fostered by personal experiences of injustice and by the attainment of a prin-
cipled view of morality that transcends obedience to conventional standards and au-
thorities. (p. 76)

That is certainly an eminently reasonable position. Most adults have seen
too much to maintain the naive belief that life mimics the fairy tales where jus-
tice always triumphs and the ‘‘good’’ guys win in the end. I was amazed to dis-
cover, for example, that every male member of one of my classes had experi-
enced the adolescent trauma of being humiliated by a *‘bully.”’ The experience
left them hurt and angry, with a sense of bitter futility, and eventually the
resignation that bullies are one of the ugly facts of life that one has to try to
manage and survive from time to time. There are other familiar, ‘‘maturing,’’
experiences that come from the recognition that some people get sick, rich, die,
are born with superb talents, or ugly features, into poverty or wealth, get old
and feeble; all for reasons that have nothing to do with ‘‘deserving.’” But is it
true that people gradually give up their belief in a just world as they are *‘ma-
tured’’ by these experiences? My strong hunch is that the answer to that ques-
tion is *‘yes’’ only if one is speaking about the kind of belief in a just world that
is tapped by the Rubin and Peplau scale. For the most part, the items on that
scale are too easily contradicted by common experiences to be maintained for
long by anyone but the extremely devout or sheltered.

What I suspect, however, is that most of us cannot give up the belief that
we live in and attempt to function in an environment in which we can get what
we deserve. That belief is so much an intrinsic part of our functioning that,
instead of giving it up as a consequene of our experiences with seeming injus-
tices, we modify and shape its form to make it less vulnerable to threats from
disqualifying experiences. Initially, the Belief in a Just World is at the founda-
tion of our sense of security, and we etect increasingly elaborate defenses when
necessary to protect that belief. Eventually we come to need more than is gen-
erally encompassed by the notion of “‘security.”” We need to find or create for
ourselves meaningful patterns for our experiences. Whatever form the pattern
takes, it must be shaped around certain evaluative experiences.

As human beings, we judge events in moral terms. People, acts outcomes,
are not only evaluated on some dimension of desirability; they are also viewed
in terms of their ‘‘appropriateness,”’ and we want it all to fit together in the ap-
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proptiate way. Of course, as we grow up we are usually able to accept a suffi-
ciently long time perspective, sense of history and future, so that after a period
of struggling and grief we are able to encompass any specific set of outcomes,
including death. I am suggesting, then, that virtually none of us give up the
Belief in a Just World. As the result of contradicting experiences or matuting
cognitive processes, we actually develop less vulnerable forms of the belief.

The next question, of course, is how the evidence looks with relation to
these conjectures. That is not an easy question to answer, especially since it is
not immediately apparent what kind of evidence one would consider pertinent,
that would speak to these issues. It should be remembered that, after all, we are
looking for evidence of a belief system which is supposed to be framed or con-
structed in a way which not only meets the needs of the individual, but also en-
compasses, or at least is made impervious to, the common human experiences.

I have actually put myself in the awkward position of saying that the
reason people claim they do not believe in a just world and insist that only a
child or a fool would hold to such a belief is so #4a# they can maintain another
form of the very same belief:

Transformation of BJW: Some Earlier Evidence of Normative Reactions

One good place to begin is by reviewing what we already know. We have
ample evidence that it is neither typical or normative for people to abandon the
kind of belief in a just world that is measured by the Rubin and Peplau scale.
What seems to happen is that people learn to pretend to themselves, as well as
to others, that they are rational, objective observers of the human scene, while,
in reality, they are responsive to evidence of injustice in ways which indicate
that the relatively primitive BJW is still operative. They are still trying to be-
lieve in Santa Claus or the Lone Ranger.

For example, the research that developed around the ‘‘Innocent Victim’’
woman-suffering-shocks paradigm showed that, in the initial experiment (Let-
ner & Simmons, 1966) fully two-thirds of the observers exhibited signs of con-
demning the victim, while finding the tormenting situation quite legitimate
and desirable. [ am prepared at this point, after reviewing the evidence avail-
able, to push for an interpretation of their reactions as motivated cognitive dis-
tortions. The objective reality is that the victim portrayed on that tape appears
as a reasonably nice person who is exploited by the experimenter for her own
ends. That assertion is not at all brave, since there is ample evidence from sub-
sequent expetiments (Lerner, 1971a; Simons & Piliavin, 1972) that disabused
observers do not condemn the victim, and see her very much as do observers
who believe that she will be compensated appropriately for her suffering. And,
further, given the experimental data as well as the Zuckerman ez &/. (1975)
effort with the BJW Scale, the observers’ condemnation of this victim is ob-
viously a direct response to the degree of injustice implied by her fate.

We have fairly solid evidence that approximately two-thirds of the ob-
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setvets in that situation distorted their image of a victim in order to maintain
the belief that an injustice was not committed. And also, they would almost
certainly deny to themselves, as well as others, that they would do such a thing.
On the contraty, they would insist that they would see her as she is, the nice
young woman victimized by that Machiavellian psychologist.

Who wete these observers? In the initial experiment, as well as many of
the others, they were university students from various disciplines and social
backgrounds. Whatever you may believe about the sheltered life of university
students, they nevertheless are sophisticated enough to insist that they do not
condemn innocent victims, and that they do not believe in fairy tales or that
justice always prevails. In that vein, it is worth noting that virtually all of the ex-
petimental findings associated with the Rubin and Peplau BJW Measure
showed that relatively primitive reactions to suffering and victimization were
revealed by a median split of the sample. The 50% who had the higher scores
were compared with the lower scoring 50% (see Miller, 1977a; Zuckerman,
1975). In other words, the primitive reactions were prevalent enough in the
higher scoring 50% to yield measurable effects.

In sum, it appears that the desire to see justice done in one’s environment
is sufficient to elicit justice-restoring cognitive distortion among a substantisl
portion of reasonably bright, well-educated young adults. And, further, these
observers will deny that they engage in such primitive processes. They are much
too sophisticated and realistic to do that.

The Role of Emotional Involvement in the Appearance of Just World Beliefs

We can sharpen somewhat the important theoretical issues that are guid-
ing our inquiry at this point. Actually they should be familiar to us in many
ways: reminiscent of many of the earlier efforts to distinguish whether—or at
least the extent to which—(a) people function as reasonably rational processors
of the information provided by their environment, or (b) their needs and wants
shape how they construe their world—what cues they attend to, information
they select, and how they organize and process that information.

On the one hand, it seems quite reasonable to assume, as do Rubin and
Peplau, that, although very young children may believe they live in a just world
where people always get what they deserve, eventually they outgrow that naive
view of the real world. They give up this ‘‘belief’’ as their experiences provide
evidence that injustices not only do occur, but often persist. Many victims are
not compensated, and harm-doers enjoy the fruits of their ill-gotten gains.
Also, many of us learn that it is often difficult to disentangle the causal rela-
tions of human events to determine who was the victim and who was the harm-
doer. And some will question whether it makes sense, in light of the best evi-
dence available, to construe most of the things that happen to people in terms
of justice and deserving.
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The alternative view is that, for most of us, our portrayal of how we dispas-
sionately process events in our world is a charade, in which we engage most fre-
quently and effectively when we are, in fact, removed form what is happening.
We approximate functioning according to this cultural ideal of being ‘‘cool,
objective, and rational’’ when what is going on does not affect us very much.
Under those circumstances, our reactions do follow somewhat our self-other il-
lusions and the appropriate normative patterns. As the ‘‘detached’’ observers
who were informed that the gitl was simply acting stated:

Certainly no one in their right mind could derogate, condemn that nice young
woman who is being given electric shocks as part of an experiment. If anything they
would question the ethics of the entire proceedings, and probably take steps to see to
it that the appropriate authorities are alerted. At least that is what I and the people
know would do.

Most of the time, when things matter to us, either because of the anticipated
outcomes ot because of what we have just witnessed or experienced ourselves,
we begin to look for and find the patterns which meet our needs, especially the
need to believe that we live in a just world.

The alternative, quite opposite hypothesis from that assumed by Rubin
and Peplau (1975) emerges then: The more important the circumstances, the
more likely that an ‘‘experience’’ of an infustice will be processed, construed in
ways which enable the person to maintain the belief in a just world.

Obviously, both reactions to evidence of injustice do occur. On the other
hand, we do act as fairly objective processors of the best information available,
and, when confronted with evidence of an injustice, we see it, and adjust our
reactions, including the relevant beliefs in the way our world works, to accom-
modate the information. It also seems, however, that there is a constant moni-
tor of this process which sees to it that the ‘‘underpinnings’’ or is it ‘‘over-
arching construction’’ of our world view is not threatened by the consequences
of this information processing. The content of the monitor’s agenda certainly
can vary greatly from person to person, but an essential constant can be por-
trayed as a belief in a Just World—a world in which I can and do get what I de-
serve.

If these conjectures are correct, then we may expect to find, in our review of
the available evidence, that dispassionate, uninvolved observers’ reactions will
approximate the normative rational information-processing model, whereas
emotionally involved observers will be more likely to construe events so that the
assumption that people get what they deserve is not contradicted. Certainly the
evidence associated with the Lerner and Simmons paradigm fits this pattern
very well (Lerner, 1971a; Simons & Piliavin, 1972).

What we also found, however, is evidence that not all involved observers
engaged in these justice-fitting distortions of the victim and her fate. In fact, it
is plausible to conclude that only those observers who for one reason or another
remained at an arrested level in their maturation, holding on to rather naive,
almost childlike ways of construing justice in their wotld, would exhibit signs of
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justifying the victim’s fate in clearly nonrational ways such as derogation. The
more ‘‘mature’’ subjects, who were in the lower half of the sample in terms of
their agreement with the Rubin and Peplau BJW items, did not seem to need
to condemn the victim (Zuckerman e# #/.,1975).

There are now at least two issues which are important for our search. One
is the effect on an observer of witnessing an injustice. Is it true that, as the im-
portance of the event for the observer increases, the more likely that person is to
construe the events within a theme of justice and deserving? And the other
issue must be one of numbets. Do only a relatively few people reveal this pat-
tern, presumably the ones in an arrested stage of development, or are we able
to find signs of this construction among a majority of the observers? Or will we
find individual variations in the way people arrange their cognitions—varia-
tions with the functional tie of maintaining the belief in a just world?

Victim's Belief in a Just World: A Strong Test of the Importance of
the Just World Belief

The closest we come to evidence that can speak to those questions are two
studies in which the importance to the observer was clearly established by the
fact that the observer was the victim. In one case, the victirnization was relative-
ly trivial —discovering that one was slotted to ‘‘eat a worm.”’ The second study
dealt with profoundly more serious consequences—having been recently crip-
pled in an accident.

In the Comer and Laird (1975) experiment, young men and women who
had volunteered to participate in an experiment concerned with the relations
among physiological and personality variables and the performance of certain
tasks discovered that they were assigned to a condition which required that they
eat a worm. Obviously, it was no problem for the experimenters to establish
that this was a disgusting, revolting prospect.

How did they react to their fate? Presumably they could have elected to
leave the experiment, or refuse to eat the worm. Only three out of 38 chose to
opt out in this way. What about the other 35? Comer and Laird present com-
pelling evidence that the vast majority engaged in one or more cognitive
changes subsequent to learning their fate. By comparing the reactions of these
subjects to others who were assigned the ‘‘neutral’’ task, the experimenters
were able to show that the *‘victims’’ tended to see themselves as the kind of
people who deserved that fate, or began to see themselves in rather ‘‘heroic’
terms, as brave and courageous. Others decided that worm eating wasn’t such a
bad thing after all. All of these mechanisms served to remove the sense of being
unjustly victimized by their fate.

But how real were these cognitive changes to the victims? How seriously
did they take this view of themselves and their fate? The evidence Comer and
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Laird generated is extremely persuasive. What better way to see if the subjects
really did believe in these justifying cognitions, than by giving them the oppor-
tunity to legitimately avoid the terrible fate? And so some of the victims were
told there had been a mix-up, and they were actually supposed to have their
choice between eating a worm or doing a neutral weight-discrimination task.
Twelve out of the 15 subjects in this condition elected to eat the worm after all,
of stated that they did not care. Only three chose the ‘‘neutral,”’ weight-dis-
crimination task. By comparison, all those in the control group who had not
been assigned initially to eat the worm elected the neutral task. I find that per-
suasive. They elected the terrible fate, because they had engaged in cognitive
changes which made that fate appropriate for them, or not so tertible after all.
Comer and Laird presented additional evidence to bolster this interpreta-
tion. Some of the victimized experimental subjects were subsequently given the
choice, not between worm eating and a neutral task, but between a condition
which involved giving themselves painful electric shocks, versus the neutral
weight discrimination. If it is true that these victims had actually changed their
self-concept to fit their terrible fate, then these justifying cognitions should
generalize to other forms of victimization. That is a very brave and powerful
test of the hypothesis. Nevertheless, 10 of the 20 victims given that choice elec-
ted to administer shocks to themselves. Possibly more to the point was the find-
ing that those victims who, when given their choice, elected to avoid the elec-
tric shocks, were those who had adjusted to their initial victimization by decid-
ing that worm eating was not really that bad. Those who had gone through self-
concept changes were the ones most likely to act as if they were deserving, or so
brave that of course it made sense to choose the painful shocks condition.
Comer and Laird were able to document some of the alternative ways in
which people can and do justify terrible fates; they also showed that these justi-
fying changes appeared in most of their subjects—not the immature minority.

An Even Stronger Test: Victim Crippled for Life

By contrast, in almost every respect, there were the accident victims whom
Bulman and Wortman (1977) interviewed: young people who had been recent-
ly condemned to spend the rest of their lives crippled. I guess it is conceivable
that some among these 29 victims had actually sought to harm themselves in
this way, but, setting that possibility aside as a serious explanation for the way
these people reacted to their fate, we can find some important evidence con-
cerning the forms the Belief in a Just World takes in people’s lives.

The central question is how these young people reacted to and came to grips
with their fate. As one might expect, all 29 patients had reported asking them-
selves ““Why me?’’. One of the 29 had not yet come up with an answer. If we
take their answers at face value, it appears that there were some victims who, at
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least at the time of the intetview, had accepted a rather straight probability,
chance view of what had happened to them. Three of the 28 reported some-
thing like this: *‘Just an accident. Things happen when they happen’’ (p. 359);
or “‘It just happened to me out of so many people. It could have been the next
guy off the board’’ (p. 358). An additional four gave responses which were
similar in form to ‘‘Chance’’ explanation, with possibly a bit more of a *‘philo-
sophical perspective’’ to the probabilities inherent in the human condition.
One can almost detect the implication of a2 meaningful pattern in the *‘prob-
abilities.”’
It was bound to happen: things had been going well, so the odds were that some-

thing bad could happen. Good things and bad things happen—this was one of those
bad things. (p. 359)

The great magority, 21 of the 29, seemed to make sense out of what hap-
pened to them in ways which removed the ‘‘infustice’’ of their fate. Only two
of them saw their accident as a form of retribution for past wrongdoing. The re-
mainder achieved a perspective that defined their fate as a valuable or desirable
consequence. Their having been paralyzed for the rest of their lives was not an
undesirable fate. In some cases a ‘‘good ending’’ was fortuitously associated
with the accident:

Since the accident, I've learned an awful lot about myself and other people. You
meet different people in a hard-up situation that I never would have met. I was lead-
ing a sheltered life, I suppose compared to what it is now. Now I'm just in a situa-
tion which I enjoy. (p. 359)

For the majority of respondents, this ‘‘good ending’’ was linked to a religious
perspective. Something with Godlike powers guided the events associated with
the accident, and, more importantly, would ensure that everything would be
made right in this life or later.

I see the accident as the best thing that could have happened ’cause I was forced to
decide my faith, whereas there would have been the possibility that I would have
lived and never made a decision—been lost the rest of my life. 'Cause an individual
they don’t know how lost they are without faith. (p. 359)

or
It’s a learning experience; I see God’s trying to put me in situations to help me learn
about Him and myself and also how I can help other people. As far as I'm con-
cerned, everybody’s whole life is planned by the Creator. So, I guess, given that fact,
that I was bound to come into circumstances like this, whether one way or the other.
(p. 359)

or

And it’s sort of like the story of job, you know. He put things in front of you and
shows that you can overcome. (p. 358)
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If we reflect back on the initial questions, we can see some fairly solid
answers emerging from these findings. How do ‘‘innocent victims’’ react to
their own fate? From what we have seen, there seem to be at least three kinds of
reaction. A minority seem to view what happened to them as ‘‘accidents’’ of
circumstance, nothing more or less than that. Another minority reaction con-
strues the victimization as just retribution for past misdeeds. The victim de-
serves to suffer in this way. The great majority of these people—especially those
who suffered the crippling permanent damage to their bodies of the sort that
typically precludes living a ‘‘normal life’’-—redefine their fate as one made
good by the recognition of a divine plan. These people who have left the just
world of ‘‘normal’’ living and entered the world of victims find that it is all for
the best, that they are following God’s plan; it is certainly a just world then,
and, with the presence of the Divine, everything has to be, must be, ‘‘just.”

The Religious Perspective as a Form of Belief in a Just World

There is some additional evidence that people may adopt a religious perspective
to maintain their faith in the ultimate justness of their world. Sotrentino and
Hardy (1974) had subjects observe the suffering of an innocent victim in a situ-
ation designed to correspond with the learning experiment paradigm from Les-
ner and Simmons (1966). The entrapped young woman received electric shocks
for each virtually unavoidable error she made in a serial learning task. In the
Control conditions, the same woman was informed of her errors, and received
no punishment of any kind. For purposes of analysis, they divided their sub-
jects (university students) into those who were above or below the median ona
measure of the extent to which they reported that religion was ‘‘important in
their everyday life.”” Their main dependent variable was a rating of the
woman'’s personality on a series of highly evaluative attributes similar to those
employed in the earlier Just World research. They also asked their subjects in
the initial phases of the experiment to indicate on a nine-point scale, **To what
extent do you believe you live in a just world?"’.

They found, as had many others before and after them, that there was a
moderate and statistically significant correlation between their subjects’ belief
in the importance of religion in their lives and their belief in a just world—
when asked point-blank (7 (78) = .38, p <.01).

Given this significant positive relation between a measure of BJW and the
importance of religion, how would you expect the observers with a high or low
comitment to a religious orientation to react to the poot innocent victim? If you
make a direct extrapolation and tteat the commonly observed correlation of
around .38 as if it were in fact representative of a ‘‘true’’ cotrelation of 1.00,
then one should expect to replicate the eatlier findings of Zuckerman ez 4/.
(1975). The High Religious subjects in this experiment should react as did the
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High BJW subjects in Zuckerman’s earlier study, and react with the greatest
condemnation of the suffering victim and justification of the experimental sit-
uation. On the other hand, if it is true that the religious perspective, although
related to BJW, is most often a functional alternative with its particular way of
finding justice in suffering, then you might expect an entirely different pattern
to emerge. In fact, the findings provide support for this latter alternative.

As can be seen in Table 32, adapted from Sotrentino and Hardy (1974),
those who were among the lower half of the subjects on the measure of the im-
portance of religion in their everyday life were responsive to the fate of the per-
son they observed. The same person was evaluated as significantly less attractive
in the condition where she received electric shocks X = 46.80) than in the con-
dition where the observers saw her being given neutral feedback (X = 55.50, p
<.01). However, the observers who expressed a closer tie to a religious view of
life appeared to be virtually untesponsive to the victim’s fate. (Control X =
50.50, Electric Shock X = 50.10). It did not seem to matter to them, in ways
that would appear in their evaluation, whether or not the young woman was
being caused to suffer the pain of the electric shocks.

Those findings fit the hypothesis that a religious perspective can encom-
pass an incident of seeming injustice within the larger framework of ultimate
justice. Any seemingly undeserved suffering today will of course be rewarded
and compensated for later. In effect, there are no innocent victims, no injus-
tices, in the ultimate scheme of things.

It is also worth noting that those with a highly religious view of life had a
significantly more negative evaluation of the young woman who was not suffer-
ing at all, in the control condition, than did the observers who were less com-
mitted to a religious perspective (High Religious X = 50.50, Low Religious X
= 55.50, p < .01). That certainly follows from the religious view of people as
at least partially ‘‘bad,”’ continually struggling with the evil temptations to
their souls.

The Religious Perspective and Society’s Victims
Social Class and the Perception of Justice

So far, in our efforts to answer the questions we began with concerning the
““functions’’ and ‘‘forms’’ of the person’s belief in a Just World, we have
looked at rather special people, or people in special circumstances. It certainly
would be no surprise, for even the casual social observer, to discover that ‘‘there
are no atheists in foxholes.”” When all other hope fails, then we have no choice
but to turn to the supernatural. When faced with the prospect of having to
spend the rest of one’s life as the paralyzed victim of an ‘‘accident,’’ for exam-
ple, modifying the self-concept in any justifying sense would be tantamount to
self-destruction, or a full-blown delusion of grandeur. What appears, then, asa
way of eliminating the sense of injustice, as well as hope for the future, is, of
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_ Table 32
X Evaluation of the Learner®*

Observers Control  Electric shocks

Low religious 55.50a 46.80
High religious  50.50 50.10

“Adapted from Sorrentino & Hardy (1974).
'An evaluation of learner’s atttibutes on 7-point scales.
The lower the score, the mote negative the evaluation.

course, for those of us who grew up in this culture, a supernatural force that will
make things right in the end. After all, what other choices are available?

What if we turn away from the special samples and circumstances, and
take a look at a cross section of people in the general community? What would
we find then? Linda Elkinton and I decided to do just that (Lerner & Elkinton,
1970). We were curious about a number of issues. In the first place, we realized
that virtually all the research on reactions to victims, including ours, had been
predicated on the researcher’s defining who the vehicle was, what constituted a
victimization, an injustice. Having realized that, we decided it would be in-
triguing to see how nonprofessional social scientists in the community viewed
justice-injustice in their world.

The approach we settled on was something of a compromise between two
main considerations, with the usual limiting conditions of time and money. It
was obvious to us that we wanted to do in-depth interviewing. Whatever other
data we got from them, we wanted each person to respond freely and complete-
ly to general questions of the sort ‘‘Do you know any person or kind of person,
who gets a raw deal in life, less than they deserve—are treated unjustly?”’
*“Who are they, how did it happen, and what can be done about it?’’ And, of
course, there is the other side to the issue—*‘any person or kind of person who
gets more than they deserve, etc.?’”’ Obviously, these are long and rather inten-
sive interviews. Any attempt to use them with a randomly selected represen-
tative sample of a reasonably sized community would be an enormous entet-
prise. But did we need to do that kind of survey in order to answer our ques-
tions? We decided probably not. As an alternative, we did a reasonable
number of interviews with people from three distinct social strata, ranging from
“‘very well off”’ to ‘‘barely keeping one’s head above water.”” That would
enable us to consider a number of alternative hypotheses.

For example, how does a relatively affluent petson view justice in his
world? Being in a favored position might lead one to believe in and defend the
social order as it exists (Walster & Walster, 1975). In that case, evetyone
deserves his fate, so there are no victims. On the other hand, the upper classes
are usually among the better educated, more aware, and are often found
leading reform and welfare organizations—a variant of the ‘‘noblesse oblige’’
tradition. Possibly their education as well as financial and social security enables
them to see the inequities in our society quite obviously (Schwartz, 1975).
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An alternative perspective would suggest that those least favored in the
society would be the ones most likely to see injustice (Deutsch, 1974). Obvious-
ly, their own relatively deprived position is seen as undeserved, and those who
are better off economically achieved their gains illicitly. An equally good case
could be made for the marginally secure middle class as the seat of greatest
resentment. Their identification with the Protestant Ethic would lead to con-
demnation of both the upper and lower classes as getting more than they
deserve (Rubin & Peplau, 1973).

Each of these hypotheses, and no doubt many another, is theoretically
plausible. To get some data relevant to these issues, we had interviews done
with 93 white non-Jewish housewives living in various neighborhoods in the
Lexington, Kentucky urban area. Three kinds of neighborhoods were sampled
on the basis of their reputation in the community for being relatively
homogeneous in terms of social-economic status—Upper Middle, Lower Mid-
dle, and Laboring. The selection of homes within each area was random.
However, since the interviewing was done during working hours, fulltime
working housewives were eliminated.

Perception of Injustice: Extent of injustice. The three samples differed
reliably in the extent to which people saw others as getting more or less than
they deserved (Table 33). In general, as one might expect from earlier reported
findings, the Upper Middle Class respondents were generally more likely to re-
port victims than the other two samples. The understandable exception to this
is that, of the eight respondents who mentioned the Lower Middle Class as hav-
ing less than it deserved, five were themselves from the Lower Middle Class.
Similarly, the victims most frequently mentioned by the Laboting respondents
were lower income whites (five out of a total 12). There was, then, some ten-
dency for these latter two groups to see people like themselves as underprivileged

victims.
There were fewer differences among the three samples in terms of the

kinds and numbers of privileged people seen in our society. The Upper Middle
group were most likely to report the ‘‘rich’’ and ‘‘gangsters’’ as getting more
than they deserved, and respondents in the two upper strata were considerably
more likely than Laboring respondents to report @ny groups as overrewarded.

The most striking finding, however, is that people on welfare were by far
the most frequently mentioned category of people who got more than they
deserved. Approximately one-third of all respondents in each sample spon-
taneously mentioned either mothers on relief, or people on welfare, as getting
more than they deserved. Actually, this category was the incident of injustice
most often reported by the respondents from the Laboring group. The
respondents from both lower strata were more likely to complain about people
on welfare than about rich people, landlords, gangsters, Hollywood celebrities,
or the lot of the poverty-stricken, elderly, or mentally ill.

Patterns of Injustice. An examination of the respondents’ answers to ques-
tions concerning both the privileged and victims yielded three general patterns
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Table 33
Categories of Reported Injustice

167

Groups in U.S. who get:

Upper middle Lower middle Laboring
Less than deserve (N = 31) (N = 30) (N = 32)
Negroes 11 7 3
Minority groups 22 5 2
Middle class/working man 1 5 2
Lower income whites 12 2 5
Children (of rich or poor) 8 1 -
Old people 2 2
Retarded/handicapped 4 - -
None 3 13 21
Mean Number of Victims reported? 2.64 .96 .72
More than deserve
Rich 9 7 2
Government people/politicians 5 3
Gangsters/mafia 5 - -
People on welfare 9 9 10
Miscellaneous 4 3 -
None 8 11 20
Mean number of privileged reported® 1.06 .96 41
°From Letner & Elkinton (1970).
°F = 23.25,p < 001,
°F = 6.69, p < .005 .
Table 34
Patterns of Injustice’
A B C
Recognize ~ Condemn  Complete
Frequencies injustice victim justice
Upper middle 21 9 1
Lower middle 15 9 6
Laboring 8 10 14
X%s
Upper middle vs. lower middle 4.22%
Upper middle vs. laboring 11.48° 14.25°
Lower middle vs. laboring 4.14% 4.00%

“From Letner & Elkinton (1970).
bp< 05.
p < .01.
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of responses (see Table 34). Twenty-one respondents saw complete justice in
their environment (Type C); no one had more or less than he deserved. Two-
thirds of these respondents wete from the Laboring group. Only one was from
the Upper Middle stratum. A second category (Type B) consisted of those 28
respondents who condemned people on welfare; 17 of those who condemned
these victims of poverty also saw some others as victims, but 11 teported this
event as the only incident of injustice. The last category of respondents (Type
A) were those 44 respondents who recognized injustice in the lot of victims of
poverty ot illness, and in the ill-gotten gains of criminals or crooked politicians.
This category of respondents was most often found among the high Upper Mid-
dle sample.

There wete differences in social attitudes among those respondents with
different patterns of the perception of justice. However, many of these dif-
ferences varied somewhat as a function of social class. For example, in the Up-
per Middle group, those who saw injustices (Type A) had a higher mean scote
on the Internal-External dimension and the Importance of Religion measure
than those who condemned victims (Type B). Apparently, those who con-
demned victims felt more in control of their own fate, and were less concerned
with a religious orientation to life.

These differences did not appear among the reactions found in the other
two samples. However, in both the Lower Middle and Laboring groups, those
respondents who saw complete justice in their environment (Type C) repotted
having more troubles and obstacles in their life than those who perceived some

Table 35
Social Attitudes of Samples”
(X’s)
Upper'middle  Lower middle Laboring F
(N = 31) (N = 30) (N = 32)

Condition of U.S. 5

years ago (0-10)

(Cantril) 4.63 6.51 6.12
Expected condition of (Changes)

U.S. 5 years in future

(0-10) (Cantril) 6.60 5.27 5.06 8.7%°
Success in attaining life

goals (0-10) (Cantril) 8.16 6.70 6.96 4.53%
Fears and wotries about

the future (0-10)

(Cantril) 7.93 7.10 5.59 8.69%
Internal-external control

(Rotter) 6.54 8.40 8.68 4.79%

“From Lemner & Elkinton (1970).
p<<.02.
p<<.001.
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injustice (Type A). The respondents who condemned victims (Type B) reported
the least troubles and obstacles in their lives. In fact, in the Laboring sample
these ‘‘victim-condemners’’ felt more successful in attaining their life goals,
and more able to make their lives happy, than the other respondents. This feel-
ing of relative success and power was reversed in the Lower Middle sample:
those who condemned victims (Type B) felt least able to improve their lot in
life.

There were additional differences among the respondents who exhibited
the three types of reactions. Those who saw complete justice (Type C) were
more likely to have less than a high-school education, and to identify with
“fundamentalist’’ religion than the other respondents. This finding is con-
founded, however, with the fact that most Type C respondents are to be found
in the Laboring group typified by low education and fundamentalist religious
otientation. Unfortunately, there are too few subjects with Type C reactions in
the other two social class groupings to partial out the effect of social class.

Among those who perceived some kinds of injustice (Type A and Type B),
there were additional differences surrounding their notions of the cause of and
remedies for the injustices. In general, Type B respondents (Victim Con-
demners) were more likely to state that something could be done to eliminate
the injustices than were those who saw the underprivileged as victims (Type A).
The most consistent differences were found in the reactions to those who were
getting more than they deserved. Of course, Type B tespondents were much
more likely to locate the cause in some personal chicanery, especially on the
part of those who were profiting (e.g., the people on welfare.)

Summary and Discussion. It is worth pointing out that less than half of the
respondents in this sample (44) recognized the more obvious injustices in our
society, and these Types A respondents were most likely to be among the
wealthier members, not the supposedly struggling Lower Middle Class or
deprived Laboring families. These differences are probably not attributable to
some artifact of verbal fluency or response set, since approximately one-third of
the respondents in each of the three samples felt free to identify a person on
welfare as someone who gets more than he deserves. Appartently, those in the
Upper Middle Class are more likely to view the eonomically and socially deptiv-
ed in our society as victims.

The two other most important findings of this study center around the
nature and extent of reaction Type B, the Victim Condemners, found in all
three samples, and the degree of complete justice (Type C) reaction found in
the Laboring sample. For those who are interested in bettering the lot of the
people who find themselves dependent upon public assistance, it is worth
noting the characteristics of those who are most likely to condemn these vic-
tims. One factor which was significant across all three social classes is that these
Victim Condemners were more likely to believe that there is a direct way to
solve the problem, and more likely to blame the motives of these victims, the
people on welfare, as the cause of their getting more than they deserve. Those
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who do not condemn these victims, and who actually recognize the injustice of
poverty and discrimination, Type A reaction, are more likely to be tentative in
their recommendations, and see social determinants underlying the injustice.

Aside from these similarities, the condemnation of people on welfare is
likely to be associated with differing characteristics as a function of the social
background of the respondent. Those in the Upper Middle Class who condemn
victims are people who feel most in control of their own world and fate. Ob-
viously, then, these people are likely to believe that those who are poor caused
their own suffering, and want to live that way. In contrast, the frustrated and
disappointed Lower Middle Class respondent, and the escaping marginal
Laboring person, seem to be the ones in their groups most likely to condemn
those who have to be on welfare. The Victim Condemners found in the Lower
Middle Class were more likely to be those who felt stymied and unable to im-
prove their position, while among the Laboring Class they were the most op-
timistic and successful. Conceivably, then, at least three different processes
wete associated with the tendency to condemn those on welfare.

The most reasonable explanation for the fact that almost half of the Labor-
ing sample saw no one in their world as getting more or less than they deserved
is that they have accepted the general norms of our society, and these have been
bolstered with a belief in an omnipotent and justice-maintaining God.
Therefore, to some people what may appear as inequity on the surface is really
the result of sin, or it will be corrected in the future—Heaven or Hell. The
evidence that people will seek such explanations when they are deprived and
are helpless to alter their state of affairs fits the few findings available from this
study. Those who saw complete justice (Type C) were also those who had the
most troubles and obstacles in their life, and felt least able to make their life
happier; such despondency and helplessness lead to madness, rebellion, or a
belief that all will be made right eventually (Bettelheim, 1943; Merton, 1957).
This fits clearly what we had seen with the victimized people in the earlier
research, particularly those who had been paralyzed by an accident.

However, along with these corroborating and elaborating findings, we are
left with the indisputably important fact that at least half of the people in our
sample were aware that some people in our society get more or less than they
deserve. Actually two-thirds of those in the Upper Middle Class sample
recognized the injustices that most social analysts would document with objec-
tive data.

What, then, about their belief in a just world? They do not condemn the
victims in their world, nor do they adopt a religious perspective which can en-
sure justice in the long run. The obvious conclusion is that these people are
realistic enough to recognize and admit that this is a very imperfect world, and
there is often a good deal of injustice. In other words, they do not believe in
any categorical sense that they live in a just world. They, just as you and I, be-
lieve that we live in a world where one can point to great areas of continuing,
chronic, festering injustices.
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Some Concluding Thoughts

So where does all that leave us? My hunch is that we are in a much sounder
position in our social psychological inquity than as people trying to make our
way in life. On the one hand, our commitment to ‘‘reality’’ requires that most
of us recognize the injustices in our world. On the other, our psychological
needs require us to deny the existence of those injustices. That is an extremely
difficult process, which is never fully resolved. It is my hunch that our defenses
are not entirely successful in neutralizing all possible cues of injustice, so we re-
main faitly busy repairing the old ot constructing new defenses. That task is
considerably more taxing and difficult than having to describe these processes
and the relevant evidence we have been able to put together. And that will not
be easy.

To be sure, we have reached the most controversial part of this study. If I
take my own conjectures at all seriously, then I can construct the following un-
happy scenario. As I close in on our defenses, and by so doing render them rela-
tively useless, then I should expect to elicit increasing motivation to resist the
evidence and/or find alternative defenses. I know that this entire process
sounds like chapter and verse straight from the psychoanalytic couch, but that
makes it no less applicable in this context. I not only think it is true, but I will
set out to do the best I can to present the evidence and allow the processes to
emerge. Later, I will try to answer the question of why I am doing this. There is
certainly more at stake here for me than scientific curiosity—or proving that I
am a clever fellow.

The Penultimate Defense of the Belief in a Just World: Or the
‘‘No-Nonsense-Cut-the-Crap-It’s-A-Tough-World-Out-There’’ Charade

The strategy most of us are forced to adopt sooner or later is almost unas-
sailable by any direct confrontation with reality. At one level, we pretend to
ourselves as well as to others that we actually believe in virtually the opposite of
a just world, and some of our activities are based on that charade; most of the
time, however, we design our lives on the assumption that we do live in a just
world. Since we refuse to admit to holding this belief, even to outselves, then
any evidence of an injustice around us should pose no particular threat.

Although I may not like or want injustices I of coutse recognize they do exist and I
will do what I can within reason and my own enlightened self-interest to arrange to
cope with the implications. That is what any even moderately sane decent person
would do.

As you have probably recognized, we have come full circle, and are now about
to reconsider the system of defenses described in the introductory section. At
that point, I tried to establish that the *‘belief in a just world’’ was not quite so
simpleminded and naive a notion as it might seem at first blush. And that I was
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sufficiently aware of the questions a reasonably aware reader would raise to have
provided some tentative but plausible answers. Now in this last section, as in
the main body of the book, I must produce the evidence that will turn the
‘‘tentative’’ and ‘‘plausible’’ answers into the probable and persuasive con-
clusions.

Rather than try to recreate the hypotheses and arguments offered then, I
will recapitulate some of the basic issues described in considerably more detail
carlier, and then see what the evidence looks like.

The analysis went something like this. By the time they reach adulthood,
most people recognize and have had to learn to manage certain basic facts of
life. One is that there are certain people who are condemned to live in an Un-
just World by any standards we accept. In the wotld of victims, people are de-
prived and suffer undeservedly. It is virtually impossible for anyone to rescue
them from that fate, by virtue of the nature of their condition or the social psy-
chological consequences associated with the act of helping, coming to their aid.

The suffering and deprivation of the stigmatized, the ugly, the blacks, the
chronically ill or physically damaged, victims of crime, those born into ghettoes
of poverty, is so severe and widespread, their inflicted handicaps in life so de-
bilitating, that it is clear that they are different from ‘‘us.”’ They live in a total-
ly different environment-world, with different contingencies and life possibili-
ties. You and I live in a world whete, whatever else is wrong, whatever acci-
dental or Machiavellian forces may be loose in it, it is still a world, at least by
comparison, whete we and those we care about can pretty well get what we de-
serve, where we can earn, deserve the things we want, and avoid those that
frighten us.

Along with these powerful impressions, we all come to recognize that
there are some dangers to this crucially important status quo. The dangers come
from at least two related sources. One is that, psychologically, we remain con-
tinually vulnerable to cues, to experiences which indicate that we do care about
and feel a sense of responsibility, even identity, with these victims. The aware-
ness, for example, of a sick, starving child and helpless, defeated parents,
among a myriad other cues, is sufficient to elicit strong impulses to help. We
care deeply for them and their suffering.

Second, we recognize that this powerful impulse contains within it the
further implicit demand to continue helping until—when? When can we stop
giving, helping? Psychologically we remain open to helping until we have
nothing more to give, not only to this victim, but to the untold others whom
we know are equally if not more deserving of our help. If we yield to this
powerful urge, which one can never fully control or make go away, then that is
tantamount to our voluntarily entering the world of victims, and bringing with
us those who are dependent upon us. Some people do that, and devote their
lives to living in and among the world of victims, in order to do what they can,
in that position, to relieve underserved suffering.

Most of us choose, instead, to control the urge to help so that it does not



DIMENSION OR STYLE? 173

interfere with our own ability to live in the just world, and, at the same time,
we wish to maintain the image of ourselves as reasonably normal, decent
people. So we often employ the device of comparing ourselves with those
around us. I am no different than other people like me who we all know are
good and decent folks. I give my full share to help the needy in my community.

Along with this relatively objective assessment of our relation to othets,
and psychologically valid reference to the reactions of others in order to define
social reality, we have characteristically adopted a series of supporting
“‘myths.”” The most widespread and institutionalized of these is that we are all
essentially selfish or at least self-intetested. We are all in the business of avoid-
ing pain and maximizing our pleasures. Everything we all do is grounded in the
mote-or-less enlightened pursuit of our own self-interests. We are always, in-
variably, attempting to make the best deal for ourselves. In any encounter, we
engage in those acts which we believe at the time are the most profitable for us,
will reap the most gain for the least cost.

As a result, if at any time we feel impelled to respond to the urge to come
to the aid of a suffering victim, we can allude to these facts of life, this view of
the way we and others are built, to find the strength to turn our backs and walk
away. To give in to any such unilateral acts of help would of course be poten-
tially extremely dangerous since that act would create the kind of evidence that
would invalidate the person’s basic defense, ‘‘I am no better or worse than my
neighbors. I do my part, give my fair share.’” The unilateral act defines the pet-
son as ‘‘different,’”’ and one of ‘‘them.”” How, then, can the person continue
to defend against the dangerous but implacable unrequitable impulse to care
and help?

The myth that we are all governed by a profit-otiented homunculus is in-
timately linked with many of the basic institutions in our society, and not the
least of which are those associated with the acquisition and allocation of re-
sources, and the maintenance of social integration and control. All of our legal
institutions—civil and criminal—assume the same model of man, the same
““myth,’’ as the economic institutions. Although we will not go into the social
psychological consequences of the institutionalization of this assumption, one
obvious implication is that, if it is not a valid model of human motivation, it
has served a centrally functional role in our basic institutions, oriented as they
are to production, acquisition, and control.

Let’s take a look now at some of the evidence relevant to the various ele-
ments involved in this analysis. First, we must look at the mythical image of
human motivation, because of its central role in our defenses.

The Contemporary Model of Man: What Is It, and How Pervasive in Our Lives?

I am least inclined to try documenting the assertion that most of us pre-
tend to live by this myth. Frankly, I think you can do that best for yourselves.
Ask yourself whether or not you think it is true. The ‘‘it,”’ the model of man, is
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most recently described by Hatfield (1980), in the quotes from her distillation
of the best wisdom available in the social sciences designed to generate a ‘‘Gen-
eral Theory of Social Interaction’’ (see also Walster, Berscheid, & Walster,
1973, 1976). She begins the description of the model, which presumably is
based upon the role of ‘‘equity’’ or justice in social relations, with the follow-
ing set of assumptions:

The proposition that individuals prefer pleasure to pain is hardly startling. Theorists

in a wide variety of disciplines take it for granted that people are selfish: . . . Equity
theory, too, rests on the assumption that people ate *'wired up’’ to seek pleasure and
avoid pain.

Thus our first proposition states:
Proposition I: Individuals will try to maximize their outcomes (where outcomes

equal rewards minus punishments). (1980, p. 2).
Later, she rephrases this proposition as

Corollary LI So long as individuals perceive that they can maximize their outcomes
by behaving equitably they will do so. Should they perceive that they can maximize
their outcomes by behaving inequitably they will do so. (p. 3)

Not only do we have this assertion concerning the central and ubiquitous
position of this assumption in contemporary social science, but I can add the bit
of intelligence that I know of no theory of altruistic or ‘‘prosocial’’ behavior in
contemporaty social psychology which does not make a similar assumption.
People help others only if and when it is seen as the least painful, most profit-
able way to behave.

The pervasiveness of this myth in our own lives can be illustrated most
readily, I think, by your asking yourself a series of questions concerning your
closest most intimate relations.

Why did I decide to marry ?
Why do I spend time with, hang around with ?
Why do I take care of my kids _____?

My bet is that in these and virtually all other instances you will come up
with an instrumental reason which quickly reduces in your thinking and lan-
guage habits to ‘‘because I get the most out of it in comparison with other
available alternatives. It allows me to avoid some painful consequences, my
conscience, what other people would do to me or for me.”’

If this is true, then you should be impressed. Especially when you recog-
nize that that means that we believe that virtually everything we do, at least
purposefully, is governed by our own selfish interests.

Is This Model of Man ‘‘Mythical’’?

There is probably no direct way of providing clearly disconforming evi-
dence. By this time in our lives, we so naturally, almost reflexively, take any
such counterevidence involving selfish acts on the behalf of others and assume
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that the benefactor had other agendas which were guiding his behavior. The
apparently selfless act was really a self-interested attempt to reduce guilt, gain
social esteem, incur the future indebetedness of the person helped, etc.

There is, however, ample indirect evidence to suggest that we reconsider
the viability of this assumption. Figst, our faith in the assumption is supported
by only a limited and biased sampling of the available evidence.

For example, at the macrolevel of analysis, one can find considerable evi-
dence, if taken at face value, that we self-interested creatures devote an enort-
mous amount of our resources to the direct welfare of others. Boulding (1974)
has systematized these activities in the study of ‘‘Grants Economics.”” The
“‘grants matrix’’ is equivalent to the ‘‘quantity of one-way transfers: who gives
what to whom.”’ In illustrating the magnitude of these transfers, he states:

According to James Morgan, in the United States one-way transfers within the family
in 1968 ran to about $313 billion, close to a third of the GNP. Government trans-
fers, both federal, state and local, were about $71 billion. (p. 17)

Also, the public dialogues around important social movements and ex-
treme acts of sacrifice are not couched in terms of either direct or indirect self-
interest. Virtually every demagogue or leader—Hitler, Roosevelt, Martin
Luther King—has placed the theme of Justice at the core of his appeal. No
other goal or value has the ability to sanction, legitimize, all acts, including the
intentional sacrificing of human life and liberty.

To be sure, one can derive the appearance of this commitment to justice in
our institutions from a functional analysis of the ‘‘social contract’’ as the ration-
al social invention of selfish people (Campbell, 1975). Nevertheless, it is most
important for our purposes here to recognize that this is a rather complex, de-
rived interpretation of the evidence. Taken at face value, it is clear that people
value justice more than profit, and at times more than their own lives.

If we change our perspective, and look at the psychology of the individual,
what can we find? There are at least two sets of findings that are worth men-
tioning. On the one hand, there is considerable evidence that people evaluate
their outcomes, their profits, in terms of whether they are deserved or not. The
absolute level, objective status, of one’s fate is of indirect relevance to the per-
son’s level of satisfaction. What matters is that people believe that their fate is
at least equal to what they deserve. (See Crosby, 1976, for a summary of some
of the relevant literature.)

Although its theoretical interpretation is still up for grabs, there is ample
evidence that people typically design their activities to get what they deserve,
and they will be distressed if they subsequently acquire ‘‘more’’ than they de-
serve. In fact, a number of careful experiments have shown that workers will en-
gage in considerable ‘‘costly’’ efforts to prevent themselves from getting more
than they deserve according to the situationally appropriate rules of entitle-
ment. (See Walster, Walster, & Berscheid, 1978 for a summary of some of this
literature.) These findings require substantial theoretical acrobatics in order to
fit them in to a set of assumptions based upon the profit-oriented homunculus,
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whereas the simplest most direct interpretation is that people are motivated by
the commitment to deserving and justice.

Second, our confidence in the assumption is supported by relatively non-
rational processing of new information to fit this assumption. Without going
into considerable detail, I would like to alert the reader to an ironic twist in the
histoty of the ‘‘bystander intervention’’ research. The dramatic incident which
admittedly inspired that entire line of research was the Kitty Genovese mutrder.
According to the records, 38 of her neighbots admitted watching at least some
part of the prolonged attacks and murder that took place in the streets below
their windows. No one called for 35 minutes, while she was repeatedly stabbed
and pursued.

The ingenious research that followed examined the effect of various condi-
tions on the likelihood that a bystander would do anything to intervene on be-
half of an epileptic having a grand mal seizure, someone fainting and falling
down in a subway, falling from a ladder in the next room, a robbery, etc. The
research was designed to illustrate that people would be inclined to not intet-
vene if they were able to ‘‘diffuse the responsibility’’ and blame others. The re-
sults of the considerable research showed that, where the personal risks and
emotional costs for intervening were high, or the definition of the situation was
ambiguous, or they were with strangers who might make them feel embat-
rasssed for acting foolish, then people would be unlikely to intervene. In this
way, they were able to show that even in emergencies, the likelihood of acting
on behalf of the victim was determined by the bystanders’ cost—benefit analy-
SI5.

I find the slippage between the problem and the theoretically grounded
findings intriguing. According to this research, most, if not all, of the observers
in the Kitty Genovese murder should have done the obvious thing: made an
anonymous call to the police. Most of the observers were with family members
or at least friends with whom they could achieve clear consensus and support,
and an anonymous call would have cosz them nothing in ‘‘risks,”’ and gained
them relief from any self-doubts or guilt. So why did they not call? I can guess
at the reason, on the basis of justice theory, but I am amazed that none of the
bystander-intervention investigators has bothered to speak to this issue, or even
noticed the discrepancy. They had assumed that, obviously, bystanders operate
with the same cost-accounting homunculus as everyone else.

In What Ways Does the ‘'‘Myth’’ Create a Functional ‘‘Defense’’?

I think the best way to approach this issue is to describe two closely related
situations which elicited radically different reactions from our subjects. The
subjects, by the way, were women undergraduates, a fact that will become
more important later.
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You may recall the situation created in Lerner and Matthews (1967) ex-
periment. Two subjects appeared for each session. Once they arrived, they
learned that one of them would have to be the experimental subject, and re-
ceive electric shocks during the paired-associate learning task, while the other
would be her control, and be given neutral feedback. It was left up to the blind
drawing of slips to determine which of them would be the experimental and
which the control subject. When subjects believed that they had, by chance,
drawn the control slip, leaving the shocks slip for the other petson, they showed
considerable evidence of feeling guilty—as if they were harm-doers, who had
caused someone to suffer undeserved harm. Besides assigning ‘‘primary respon-
sibility’’ for their own and the other subject’s fate to themselves, they tended
to derogate their victim, presumably as a way of relieving theit own guilt.

In a subsequent experiment, Rosematy Lichtman and I (Lerner & Licht-
man, 1968) modified the situation just slightly. The only difference was that
one of the pair of subjects was allowed to choose which of the two conditions
she preferred (electric shocks or neutral feedback). Presumably, someone had to
choose, and a table of random numbers decided that she had won the oppor-
tunity. In this situation, we found that 20 out of 22 young women chose the
““neutral’’ condition. And they assigned themselves primary responsibility, not
only for their own fortune, but also for the fact that the other person would be
assigned to the shock condition. What about their feelings of guilt? As it
turned out, these subjects, who quite intentionally chose an alternative which
they knew would, at the same that it rescued them, cause someone else to suf-
fer, showed virtually no evidence of guilt. Not only did they not derogate their
“victim,”’ they revealed upon subsequent interviewing the firm belief that
“*anyone would have chosen control for themselves. She would have done the
same thing if she had been given the choice’’ (Lerner & Lichtman, 1968, p.
231).

What might explain these two sets of findings? Let us take a few moments,
and consider some conjectures about an important set of norms in our society
which rest upon the assumption that everyone essentially is out to get what they
can for themselves. Therefore, it is legitimate, if not desirable, for everyone to
look out for their own interests. When there is a scarce resource, only enough
for one, or thete can be only one winner or sutvivor, then I have a perfect right
to pursue that goal, even if it means that others who also have a legitimate
claim will lose out.

We can see in these two situations the conditions under which these norms
can justify literally causing another’s harm. Both experimental situations de-
scribed above fall under the justice of parallel competition—involving norms of
justified self-interest. Thete is a desited outcome which is indivisible; there is
equal relevant investment and claim to the desired outcome, and there are fair
rules for determining the winner and loser. Why, then, in the condition where
the determining outcome is the ‘‘chance’” drawing of the slip, should we find
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signs of guilt, while in the conditions where the subject’s intended choice gives
her the desired outcome, and thereby causes the nonchoosing subject to suffer,
do we find no sign of guilt or self-condemnation? This seems to fly in the face
of naive psychology and associated findings (Heider, 1958). Certainly we excuse
accidentally caused harm considerably more readily than intended harm! Our
legal structure reflects this judgment.

The answer to this apparent anomaly is located in the psychology of justi-
fied self-interest. The main hypothesis can be stated quite simply—normzs
(public rules about what people can and cannot, should not do) can only justify
““intentions.”’ They can justify outcomes only if the intention was justifiable,
and the intention caused the act which led to the intended outcomes. Sounds
like complex fantasy, but it isn’t. Let us simplify it by looking at some data.

Remember, women were employed in the justified self-interest studies de-
scribed above. When we attempted to replicate the effect with men, we found
that the choice of shock or nonshock for one’s self was about evenly divided,
and whichever condition they chose for themselves, we found significant con-
demnation of the other person (Table 36). Why did this occur? Our hunch was
that, even in this situation of parallel competition, it was not approptiate for
men to use the desire to avoid pain to justify intentionally causing another per-
son to suffer. The male-appropriate norms could not legitimize the intended
outcomes.

To test this, we altered the situation slightly, by giving the *‘fortunate”
male subject the choice between a shock condition and one where he could earn
a considerable amount of money (positive reinforcement). Here we replicated
the effect found with females, when the choice was between shock or control.
The men overwhelmingly chose the positive reinforcement, with no signs of
condemnation or guilt. (X = + 1.83) Apparently, the intention to earn money
legitimized the intended act-outcome sequence. P was led to believe O won
the right to choose and had chosen the desirable condition, thus causing P to
suffer the shocks. When P was led to believe that O’s choices were between
shock and a neutral control condition, he denigrated O. (X = —12.70) This
condemnation did not appear, however, in those male subjects who were

Table 36
Ratings of the Other Person’s Attractiveness: Bipolar Adjectives®

Fates available

Shock/ Control Shock/Money Control/Control
S Chooses -10.58 +1.83 +3.38
O Chooses -12.70 -3.60

%Adapted from Lerner (1971b).
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caused to suffer by someone who chose a money condition rather than the
shock (X = —3.60) The other’s act was justifiable—no condemnation, even
though P was to suffer.

There is evidence concerning the importance of the other links in this in-
tention-act-outcome hypothesis. Let us say the choosing subject’s intentions
are good, justifiable, and these good intentions determine his acts. What if,
however, the acts do not determine the outcomes? A study by Darlington and
Macker (1966) bears directly on this point. In that study, each of two subjects’
outcomes depended upon the performance of the other. Knowing this, each
worked responsibly for the other. In one condition, however, subjects were led
to believe that the other had achieved the desired outcome for them, but that
they had failed, and so the other would not be rewarded. They had tried and
intended to do well, but thought they had failed. Subsequently, these subjects
showed significant signs of attempting to reduce feelings of guilt, in this case
by volunteering to give blood.

The situations designed by Freedman ez 4/. (1967) and Carlsmith and
Gross (1969) to elicit guilt depend upon the effect of an unintended, even well-
intended act. For example, a subject quite naturally leans on a table, spilling
valuable material all over, or is accidentally distracted by a noise, leading to dis-
astrous results for the experimenter. In the drawing-a-slip situation (Lerner &
Matthews, 1967), it is apparent that the choosing subject’s intentions did not
cause the outcomes. It was her act which did. Subjects did attribute causal re-
sponsibility to themselves for this act, but there were no norms—at least none
powerful enough—to justify the outcomes.

It should be possible to provide a more careful demonstration of this justi-
fication process by modifying slightly the *‘choice’’ conditions. Although this
is pure conjecture, the bet here is that if, at any point, this chain were inzer-
rupted—intention causing act causing outcomes—we should find evidence of
guilt. For example, a male subject has won the choice between a shock condi-
tion and a money condition. We already know that he will most likely choose
the desirable condition. However, in this new condition he does not meet the
other person, and only after this choice, which is supposedly irrevocable, does
he learn that the other is a cripple, a woman, a ‘‘nonequivalent’’ other. His in-
tentions were justifiable, they determined his act (choice), but the intentions
did not determine the outcome—his getting money at the expense of someone
in greater need, with greater investment, etc. My hunch is that he would ex-
perience considerable guilt.

To extend this adventure into fantasy, recall the situation whete you are
sitting at a formal dinner party, next to a gentleman who is dressed quite ele-
gantly, as is everyone at the table. A loud noise ‘‘causes’” you to jerk reflexive-
ly, thereby causing your elbow to flip a bowl of soup onto the man sitting next
to you. How do you feel? Probably a mixture of regret, guilt, embarrassment.
Change the situation slightly—the same scene, except this time out of the
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corner of your eye you notice that the waiter carrying 2 bowl of soup on a tray
has tripped, and the soup is flying toward you. Being lightning-quick, you
shove yourself away from the table, realizing that if you do this your neighbor
will get the soup on him. Of course, you act according to norms of justified self-
interest—and the neighbor gets the soup. Do you feel more or less guilt in this
latter case than in the former? In which case were your intentions—intended
acts—critical in determining your neighbot’s fate? As a final twist, what would
your feelings be in the second situation if the flying bowl accidently careened
and cut a child nearby? Some justifiable intention, same act, but now an unin-
tended outcome.

I must confess that | knew all along that these hypotheses about the social
psychology of justification were only obliquely related, at best, to the issues at
hand. But I could not resist the temptation to present them to you here. My ex-
cuse for this indulgence is that I believe the experimental findings and anec-
dotes illustrate and highlight quite nicely a number of relevant points. The
most important one, of course, is that people can justify causing others to suffer
tf they can locate the ‘‘cause’’ of their acts within a set of norms which assumes
that all people have a right, a need, to look out for themselves regardless of the
cost to othrs (who presumably are doing the same thing). The scene is one of
self-centered individuals in competition for a scarce resource. In other words, 1
can ignore the considerations of what I do to you, or fail to do for you, as I
pursue my own interests, as long as I can locate the basis of my action within
this normative context.

Obviously, these norms are very powerful social psychological devices,
since, as we have seen, if any aspect of the situation interferes with my having
access to these justifying norms, then I will have to face the emotional conse-
quences of being a harm-doer. Having inflicted an undeserved fate on another
petson, I will feel guilty, ashamed, and attempt to repair the consequences of
my act, to restore justice, or justify what I did. In a society where there are many
victims who might potentially make me feel guilty for what I have done inad-
vertently to cause their harm, or unintentionally failed to do to prevent their
suffering further, norms of ‘‘justified self-interest’’ can be most functional in
enabling me to turn my back on their claims, and feel justified in doing so.

It Is a Charade—We Only Pretend to Ourselves and Others that We Believe
in the ‘‘Myth”’

This, of course, is the crux of the issue. There is a commonly accepted
strategy among experimental social psychologists for demonstrating that one
has discovered an alternative, presumably more encompassing explanation for a
published finding. First, you must show that you are able to recreate the find-
ing in question with your procedures—such as condemning an innocent victim,
and then you can illustrate how the effect is altered or eliminated when you
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vary the “‘true’’ causal event—the independent variable that is derived from
your alternative theoretical perspective. That, of course, was the strategy em-
ployed in some of the studies reported earlier that were designed to portray the
condemnation of victims as based, not on the observer’s defense of the belief in
a just world, but on the elicitation of the observer’s guilt, indirect complicity
(Cialdini e 4/., 1976), or the interference with the observer’s natural empathic
teaction (Aderman, ez &/., 1974).

Although, as we have seen, this method is not at all foolproof, it is an
eminently reasonable way to proceed. So, in presenting the evidence that fol-
lows, we will first create the events we want to understand more fully. Once
having done that, then we will try to probe further, hopefully more deeply.



CHAPTER l l

Deserving versus Justice

A Demonstration

Some years back, I was invited to attend a conference on altruism and helping
behavior, sponsored by the National Science Foundation (NSF). In trying to
decide what to present to this illustrious group that would portray most dra-
matically and succinctly what I thought I had discovered about ‘*how’’ and
‘““why’’ people cared for one another, I chose a demonstration that I had been
developing with various audiences during the previous year.

The demonstration begins with my announcing that I am not only inter-
ested in the theoretical issues associated with reactions to victims, but I am also
actively involved in helping families who come through our medical center. I
then describe what is contained in the pile of manilla folders that I have placed
on the table in front of me. Each folder contains the complete record of a fam-
ily whose sole breadwinner has been stricken by illness for a considerable period
of time. They have long since exhausted all means of public support, and are
living in the most miserable of conditions. The children in each family are
suffering from severe malnutrition. There is not enough clothing, shoes, etc.
for the older children to be able to attend school on a regular basis. Simply stay-
ing warm during the chilling Kentucky winters is problematic for them. By the
time I have finished presenting this material, it is clear that each of the families
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is living under the most primitive conditions. They are barely surviving. It is of
course intentional that the presence of suffering of young children is made sal-
ient. Whatever means one can find to blame adults for their own misery, they
are inapplicable to young, unquestionably ‘‘innocent’’ children.

The punch line is the request for funds. The audience is told that each
family needs between $50 and $100 a month in order to enable them to elimin-
ate the worst of their suffering. With that amount per month, they would be
able to meet the basic needs of food, shelter, and clothing, and the kids could
survive, and possibly attend school. I make it clear that there are enough folders
(families) for everyone in the room to have their own, and I intend to pass them
out to each person in the room to examine; however, since I do not want to sub-
ject the families to any additional public exposure, I want a tentative agree-
ment from those in the audience that if, in fact, the families are as [ have de-
scribed, they each would be willing to provide the necessary funds for one fam-
ily for as long as they are needed. I then ask either for a show of hands, or allow
them to send me a folded sheet of paper indicating their willingness to partici-
pate. As it turns out, neither of these makes any difference to the rate of
volunteering.

The discussion that ensues invariably reveals the following: Yes, I have
been effective in eliciting a considerable amount of concern, sympathy, com-
passion for the families. Yes, there was no question that they were seen as truly
innocent victims—especially the children; and the availability of enough
folders for everyone handled the question of ‘‘diffusing responsibility.”’ But
No! There is virtually no willingness to accept one of the folders—with the im-
plication of then providing them with $50 to $100 a month. And, there is, for
all intents and purposes, no guilt about the whole matter. Some regrets, a
willingness to talk more about the entire event, but a remarkable absence of
guilt associated with the refusal to accept the folders and the implied respon-
sibility.

Why no guilt? These people were given the opportunity to act on the basis
of their feelings of concern and compassion. The amount of money tequired
from them each month was selected because it did not exceed what they, given
their incomes and style of life, would typically spend on entertainment. It was a
vety safe bet that they each spent at least the equivalent of a hundred dollars a
month on dinners out, movies, martinis or wine with dinner, summer vacation.
Certainly there would be no threat at all to their economic secutity or that of
their children were they to divert that postion of their income to rescue the mis-
serable family from the most primitive form of deprivation and suffering. Is it
possible for these decent, concerned people to choose their own liquor and en-
tertainment over the chance to eliminate the terrible suffering of an innocent
child? And then, after having made that choice, not be consumed with guilt?

The most obvious interpretation of all this is that, when you pit a person’s
concern for the suffering of an innocent child against his own desire to enjoy
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himself, justice goes out the window. Even among the highly selected samples
of concerned social scientists at the NSF conferences no one really gives a damn,
or really cares about justice for other people.

Of course, one could quarrel with various aspects of the demonstration.
The audiences were really suspicious of my presentation, even though they
would not admit to such thoughts later. Or, the way I presented the cases
elicited enormous, overwhelming amounts of ‘‘reactance’’ in the audience, to
the point of being guilt-relieving . Or there must have been something *‘fishy’’
going on, because I and many other people actually do send a certain amount
of money to an *‘adopted child’ in rural Sicily; or ‘I and most people’” would
have contributed if we could have done it anonymously; or “‘I and many
others’’ would have taken a family if we had a chance to establish a close per-
sonal relationship, etc.

I find these reactions transparently inadequate. The easiest, and, as I have
discovered, excessively cruel way to handle most of them is to fall back in role
and insist that [ am in fact able to meet their conditions—the reactance is cer-
tainly gone after our little chat. I can arrange anonymity or intimacy. I can show
them that I did not invent these families at all—there is nothing ‘‘fishy’’ here,
L am totally serious about all of this! And then I ask them, implicitly, of course,
to “‘put up.’’ But that is cruel, mainly because it perpetuates their own char-
ade. It has the effect of demonstrating to them and those in the audience that
people are not only selfish, but also hypocritical in their ‘‘do-gooder’’ protesta-
tions. And that is not true.

Mainly, what I do next is attempt to elicit their candid reactions to a
number of alternatives, including some hypothetical scenarios. The one of most
interest here involves the request of 2 political candidate for their support and
campaign contributions. The candidate’s distinguishing platform is the re-
vision of the system of taxation. If instituted, the usable income of the mem-
bers of the audience would be reduced to the point where it would be rare for
them to be able to afford luxuries such as martinis, restaurants, enterta:nment,
summer vacations. The funds thus acquired through the equitable scheme of
progressive taxation would eliminate the conditions of poverty in our society.
Virtually everyone in the audience announces their willingness, eagerness, to
support such a candidate, even though the net effect on their own usable pet-
sonal income would be the same as that involved in their helping the suffering
family.

So what does that prove? Probably not very much. It is not surprising that
people would like to appear to be socially responsible, especially if the gesture
is only ‘‘make-believe,”’ and costs them nothing. Even if I could convince you
that the people were completely sincere, it is still quite plausible that they were
trying to recover from the immediate consequences of a bit of residual guilt or
anticipated public sanctions for their seemingly callous reactions to the plight
of the needy family. But what if it were a genuine and to many of them a famil-
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iar response that I merely happened to elicit in ironic juxtaposition to the im-
mediately preceding refusal to help? Certainly many of these people have
backed up their liberal socialist ideologies with considerable personal and fi-
nancial support in the past. Those were genuine unhypothetical attempts to ac-
complish the same ends with essentially the same personal costs. And, although
there has been some wavering back and forth, the system of taxation that has
been voluntarily adopted by the general population and support often by large
segments of the middle and upper classes in many European countries is vir-
tually identical in consequences and costs to what I described to my audience.
The economically privileged electorate in Sweden, when faced with the real
choice, did approximately what the members of my audience had stated that
they would do, and I believe them.

But that is not the point, either. Besides having to do more than decide
whether I or you should believe their altruistic reactions, it is more important,
crucial, to understand what the various reactions mean. This is what I think was
happening with the audience.

The presentation of the suffering family created a familiar set of threaten-
ing ‘‘traps’’ for the audience. The strong impulse, elicited by the emotional re-
actions to the unjust suffering, was to offer whatever help was necessary. But, as
described earlier, giving in to that impulse would make them less able to resist
further efforts to help that family, or any other equally deserving victim. Hav-
ing learned the bitter lesson of their impotence to make all the injustices go
away, they must rely on the strong defenses of ‘‘doing only my fair share, what
everyone else in my position is doing’’ to resist the impulse which would move
them from their own just world into the world of victims. Any unilateral act of
help for a deserving victim is very dangerous, because of their vulnerability to
being trapped by their own caring in combination with the overwhelming de-
mands from the victims who desetve help. By acting, we demonstrate to our-
selves that we belong to ‘‘them,’’ or, more aptly, there is no rea/ difference
between me and those who are condemned to a life of deprivation. They be-
long to me. There are not *‘two worlds’* with two ‘‘kinds’’ of people—victims
and nonvictims. That is too frightening, threatening a prospect for the emo-
tionally vulnerable nonvictim to face voluntarily.

In addition, the validity of that implication is established by the require-
ment that the person give up a meaningful part of the style of living—what
he/she earned and worked for—in order to comply with this urge to help. For
most of us, these seeming luxuries—the martini before dinner, the vacation,
the dinners out—represent anticipated end points of a long process of trying to
“‘earn’’ and ‘‘deserve’’ what we want, would enjoy—a way of life. Giving them
up would be tantamount to demonstrating that we did not deserve them after
all. But that would not be fair. I wotked for, deserve, all of this—for myself and
my family. It is not right that I be required now to give that up, even for the
suffering family. What happened to the justice in 7y world? Must I forget that
in order to help ‘‘them’” survive a little better in their unjust world?
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The choice is between continuing to maintain one’s separation from the
world of victims and continuing to live in a ‘‘just world”’—by not engaging in
the unilateral act of help for the family—or choosing to help the family, with
the attendant serious risks that one is agreeing to give up the claim to living in
the just world in order to join the family and the hordes of others in the unjust
world. That is not really much of a choice for even the most vulnerable and
tender among us. Most of us would rather not wrestle with these issues. They
are best resolved and handled by admitting to one’s self and others that it is a
‘‘tough world,”’ where each person has to take care of himself and his own.

From this analysis, it is easy to understand the willingness to support the
equitable taxation proposal to eliminate the poverty in one’s society. Here, the
choice is between desired, even deserved, ‘luxuries,”’ and the possibility of in-
creasing the justness of one’s world. And when the threat to one’s own de-
serving is further reduced by the fact that everyone else will have to give up a
proportional part of their luxuries, then there is a minimal threat involved in
the act of support. The opportunity to reduce the injustice in one’s world with
virtually no threat to one’s own deserving, now and in the future, should have a
strong appeal for most people. The particular desired resources in question
should be relatively inconsequential by comparison with the urge to help in
these circumstances of no threat to one’s own desetving, now and in the future.

Deserving versus/and Justice

Dale T. Miller took as his doctoral thesis project the task of generating an
experiment that would speak to these hypotheses. He wanted to recreate the
elements of the dilemma as they might appear in the normal couise of a per-
son’s life. To do this, he had undergraduate men work at an experimental task.
They were paid for their participation, as they would be with any job. The de-
pendent variable he used in this research was the student’s willingness to con-
tinue to work at a similar task. What he varied was the citcumstances surround-
ing the rate of pay they were offered for their future work sessions. That seems
straightfoward enough.

But how to introduce the victim? And what kind of victim? He stayed
close to the kind of victimization used in the demonstration. When they fin-
ished their work and went to the office to receive their pay, the students in the
“‘victim’’ conditions were given a sheet of paper which described a family that
was in desperate circumstances. The mother and two children had been aban-
doned, and she was working at night while going to secretarial school during
the day, so that she could take care of them herself. During this time, however,
they were poverty-stricken, and the children needed shoes, clothes, and medi-
cine. The psychology department had been alterted to the mother’s citcum-
stances by a social agency, but unfortunately there were no funds available ex-
cept those earmatked by granting agencies for research. The members of a de-
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partment then had thought of a plan whereby subjects who were paid for par-
ticipating in the research would have a certain amount of their pay ‘‘donated”’
to the family. In addition, the students learned what the various amounts of
money would buy for the children, and also given a maximum number of ses-
sions they could elect to work.

There were four related conditions in this experiment. In one, there was
no mention of the family in the written solicitation for further work sessions.
The students were offered what had been established as a fair rate of pay for
that kind of job, $2.00, and that was all there was to it. In a second condition,
they were offered the same pay, but with the additional information about the
family, and that one of the two dollars for each session worked would go to help
them. In a third condition, there was no mention of the family and they were
offered, this time, $3.00 for each session. In the fourth condition, the total
amount was the same as the previous condition, $3.00, but this time one of the
three dollars would go to the family.

What were these four conditions supposed to reveal? Of course these four
conditions were rather brave efforts to capture the psychological processes de-
scribed in the conflict over deserving for one’s self and justice for others. If it
were true that these students thought $2.00 was what they deserved for that
kind of work, then being presented with the opportunity to help a truly needy
family would constitute a threat to one’s own deserving. Giving one of the two
dollars would be seen as unfair by the workers. As a result, they should be less
willing to work if they had to share their $2.00 pay with the family. But what
about the $3.00 conditions? If two dollars was seen as fair pay, it is conceivable
that the extra dollar for themselves would be seen as a nice bonus—no great
overpayment, certainly. How would the incentive to get a $3.00 paycheck each
hour compare with the chance to get a fair pay of $2.00, while in addition one
dollar went to aid the family? If the theory is correct, and the experimental pro-
cedures are successful, then this last condition should reveal the greatest incen-
tive to work—TI get the chance to help a needy victim, and there is no threat to
my own deserving.

Could it be that simple? The opportunity to help someone in genuine
need will be avoided if it is a threat to one’s own deserving. The very same op-
portunity will be welcomed if that threat is removed. The main findings, in
terms of number of hours of work the students elected in each of the experi-
mental conditions, can be seen in the following table adapted from Miller,
1977b.

These findings are so nicely in line with the theoretical hypotheses it is
good to know that they were replicated in all essential respects in a subsequent
experimental test (Miller, 1977b). What we can see in Table 37 is the expected
interaction between amount of pay and pay allocation (» < .01). The incentive
value of being able to keep the additional dollar per hour for one’s self was
negligible (X = 7.25 vs. X = 7.58), whereas the opportunity to help the family
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Table 37
Mean Number of One-Hour Sessions Elected®

Pay allocation to family

Total pay $0.00 $1.00
$2.00 7.25 3.67
$3.00 7.58 11.91

#Adapted from Miller (1977b).

with that dollar was a significant incentive (X = 7.58 vs. X = 11.91). And
note the remarkable difference in the willingness to work when the money for
the family would lead to the worker’s having less than he deserved, in compari-
son to the same amount of money being taken from a pay which would leave
him a fair rate of pay (X = 3.67 vs. 11.91).

It is clear that in this prototypical situation these workers were much more
highly motivated by the desire to get what they deserved, and #ben to help
those in need, than by the simple desire to maximize their outcomes. If people
were governed in their actions solely by the attempt to maximize their own pro-
fits, then the condition where they could keep the large pay for themselves
should have provided the strongest and most effective appeal. That was not at
all the case.

What we find here are data which clearly disconfirm the ‘‘myth’’ that we
are all out to get the most we can for ourselves, regardless of what it might cost
others. On the contrary, these people’s behavior indicated that they cared
about deserving for themselves, first, and then justice for others. That is
radically different from the image contained in the ‘“‘myth.”’

Additional data in Dale Miller’s thesis add an extremely important di-
mension to these findings. He did a separate study in a classroom containing
students who provided the population from which the wotkers in the experi-
ment were selected. These students were equivalent in every essential respect to
those who were given the chance to work for the needy family. In this study, he
handed out to each student a full description of one of the conditions con-
tained in the experiment, including, when appropriate, the material which de-
scribed the family. Their task was to read the material, and then indicate on the
questionnaire how many hours they thought ‘‘someone like themselves’
would sign up for. Of course these subjects remained anonymous, and there
was every incentive for them to try to be as accurate as possible.

What were the results? If we look at Table 38, adapted from Miller’s thesis,
we can see the ‘‘myth’’ in full operation. Their best guess-prediction was that
they and others like them would be motivated by how much they could keep
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Table 38
Mean Number of One-Hour Sessions Predicted®

Pay allocation to family

Total pay $0.00 $ 1.00
$2.00 11.33 4.60
$3.00 15.70 8.30

“Adapted from Miller (1975).

for themselves. In fact, these people believed earning two dollars for one’s self
would be /ess attractive if that rate of pay reflected having to give up one of
three dollars to the family, than if it were simply their total pay—with no men-
tion of family at all. (X = 8.30 vs. X = 11.33). That is just the opposite from
the way people reacted in the actual situation.

Consider the irony in all of this. There is no doubt that we all care about
feeling secute, and we also want very much to think well of others, and have
them think that we are good, decent, even admirable at times. In spite of all
this, or actually in part because we have these needs for security and esteem, we
construct a set of myths about how ultimately selfish we all are. We pretend
very hard to believe in them—because we think we must, in order to protect
ourselves. But, in fact, whenever the occasion arises, we act in ways which con-
tradict the myth. We act in ways which reveal that we care about deserving and
justice—about living in a just world. Nevertheless, we continue with the
‘‘charade,’” because we think we have no choice.

The ‘“Charade’’ as a Social Device

John Holmes, Dale Miller and I (1971) did research which highlighted the
elaborate social mechanisms people have invented to maintain the charade. In
this case, we focused on a common if not tacit conspiracy between ‘‘victims’’
and benefactors from the Just World. The rules of this transaction are easily
portrayed. The victims or their representatives must couch their approach to the
nonvictim in a way that enables the nonvictim to pretend that he is not being a
benefactor. An ideal context is a commercial transaction in which the bene-
factor is allowed to construe his act, to himself or others when needed, as a
normal straightforward purchase, an economic exchange. When employing this
‘‘Exchange Fiction,’’ the victim-supplicant must provide enough information
so that the potential benefactor recognizes the degree and validity of the vic-
tim’s genuine needs; at the same time, the message must be underplayed to
the point where both parties pretend to ignore it while they go about the
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normal routine of an economic exchange. And it can be very effective—as any-
one knows who has bought light bulbs or address labels from war veterans,
sheltered workshops for the retarded, the blind.

In order to take a close look at the processes we thought we had identified
in this social mechanism, we decided to sell decorator candles to people in the
community. In the first experiment, we varied the nature of the ‘‘appeal’’ as-
sociated with either the economic transaction or the request for a donation. The
Low Need appeal went as follows:

Hello, I'm from the Kitchener-Waterloo Recreational Society. We are interested in
helping our midget softball team buy equipment for their members who are 7 to 10
years old. They are being sponsored for some of the necessary equipment but we’d
like them to be fully fitted out and feel they should have the best available equip-
ment.

The Moderate Need appeal was:

Hello, I'm from the Kitchener-Waterloo Perceptually Handicapped Society. We're
starting a training programme for handicapped children about 7 to 10 years old who
have problems in performing many normal activities. We hope that with this pro-
gramme we will be able to help them deal with their problems. There are over 200
children in the programme and we need a lot of support to make it effective.

The High Need appeal was:

Hello, I'm from the Kitchener-Waterloo Society for Emotionally Disturbed Child-
ren. We're starting a training and remedial programme for handicapped and emo-
tionally disturbed children from 7 to 10 years old who have severe problems in
coping with most normal activities. We hope that with this programme we can avert
the tragedy that will result if these children are left to cope alone with their prob-
lems. There are over 200 children who could remain damaged for life if they don’t
get help, so we need a lot of support to make the programme effective.

This last appeal in particular might seem strong enough to evoke the bene-
factor’s defenses, but in fact it is very brief, and then the major issue becomes
the purchase of the candles. The interaction then turns into a straightforward
sales pitch. It is explained in some detail how useful these candles are as gifts
for friends and relatives. And, as any wise purchaser would want to know, the
candles are ‘‘of excellent quality and are long-lasting.”’

The three comparable control conditions omitted any mention of candles,
and terminated with the request for a donation of 75¢ or more. That figure was
settled on because it was the price of the least expensive candle shown in the Ex-
change conditions. The proportion of people complying with either form of re-
quest and the amount of money contributed either by direct donation or via
the mechanism of the purchase can be seen in the following table.

In this first experiment, we found that the opportunity to purchase a can-
dle was not particularly attractive to people (Table 39). If anything, with the
Moderate appeal, a greater proportion of people were more likely to respond to
the direct request for a donation. However, as the intensity of the appeal in-
creased, to the point where initially the respondent was made aware of serious
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Table 39
The Average Amount of Donations and the Proportion of Petsons Contributing
in Study I+ ¢
Level of deserving
Marginal
Condition Low Moderate High Means
Donation 14.47 34.06 40.50 28.78
0.16 0.44 0.44 0.33
Exchange 38.46 33.33 131.25 66.89
0.23 0.17 0.69 0.35

Marginal means 24.22 33.75 79.39
0.19 0.32 0.54

?Adapted from Holmes, Lerner, & Miller (1976).
he first number in each cell is the amount of contribution in cents. The second number is the proportion of
people who make a donation.

undeserved suffering that could be prevented, the difference between the Ex-
change context and the direct request for help appeared most dramatically. The
Strong appeal seemed to have relatively little effect on the potential donor. The
amount given was, on the average, not appreciably different from that elicited
by the Moderate appeal, or the opportunity to help the kids get nice baseball
equipment. When couched in the framework of the purchase of candles,
however, people were extremely responsive to the needs of the emotionally and
perceptually handicapped children. They contributed, indirectly, more than
three times the amount offered in all the other conditions.

The second experiment varied the terms of the exchange. One kind of
decorator candle was offered for $3.00 each, which was about the fair retail
price. In one condition (Fair Price) the potential purchaser was informed of
that, and told that the $1.00 profit would go to the ‘‘cause.’’ In the Altruist’s
Price condition, they were told that the normal cost was $2.00, and the addi-
tional $1.00 was added on for the cause. In a third condition (Bargain con-
dition), the candle was portrayed as normally going for $4.00 in the local stores.
All of these pitches were equally plausible. There were two *‘causes’’ combined
wih each of these appeals. A Low Need, which was identical to that used in
Study 1 (baseball equipment) and a High Need, which was a hybrid of the
Moderate and High conditions from that initial study. In a sense, it is probably
a misnomer to construe the request for funds to equip a baseball team as a
‘‘need’’; but this way it sounds more like a dimension.

And there was direct solicitation of donations associated with each of the
appeals. In one case, the request was for a dollar or more, and in the other for
three dollars.



DESERVING VERSUS JUSTICE 193

The major findings can be seen in Table 40.

Requesting a direct donation was rather ineffective, regardless of the needs
of the beneficiary. The average amount donated was around 30¢. Combining
the purchase of the candle with the opportunity to help the kids with their
sports equipment was no more productive. That too yielded an average of
about 30¢. There was, however, an enormous leap in the amount collected
when the serious appeal of genuine need was combined with any of the offers
to buy a $3.00 decorator candle. And as the value of the exchange for the put-
chaser increased, so did the average amount contributed. After all, who could
resist a true bargain; haven’t we all been waiting for the chance to buy a $3.00
decorator candle, especially if it was marked down from $4.00? Would you be-
lieve that more than 60% of us have been waiting to make the purchase of two
or more of these candles? Frankly, no! I think it was all a well-constructed and
familiar charade. A social mechanism based upon exchange fiction: People pre-
tending to care about candles and bargains so that they can care for other
people. We have come full circle, just as we should.

A Last Thought

If it is true that a central concern in people’s lives is maintaining the belief
that they live in a Just World, and that a variety of acts which we appropriately
label as cruel or indifferent stem directly from their attempt to protect this
belief, it is also true that this commitment remains a powerful untapped source
for generating constructive social change. We have secen persuasive evidence
that people are strongly motivated by the desire to eliminate the suffering of
innocent victims, and that the main barrier in the way of this motivation’s ap-
pearing in social action is people’s fear of losing their place in a just world. The
desire to maximize one’s own outcomes is a relatively trivial motive in people’s

Table 40

The Average Donations and Proportion of Petsons Contributing in Study II¢

Solicitation procedure

Condition? Donation Altruist’s price Fair price Bargain price

Low need 31.25/0.25¢ 27.27 27.27 30.00
25.00/0.08 0.09 0.09 0.10

High need 41.97/0.40 120.00 150.00 184.62
50.00/0.17 0.40 0.50 0.62

4Adapted from Holmes, Lerner & Miller (1976).
he first number in each condition is the amount of the contribution in cents. The bottom number is the pro-
portion of people making a contribution.
“These findings are for the one-dollar donation condition. The findings listed below are for the three-dollar
condition.
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lives, that gains its importance only as it enters into the person’s concerns with
deserving and justice.

If I have been able to demonstrate the validity or at least plausibility of all
this, what then? Much remains to be done. As scientists and people who care
about one another we need to understand more about the social psychological
processes which generate this commitment to deserving and justice. Why do
people care about justice? This concern is ultimately tied to the need to solve
the riddle of what decides the particular form that justice takes in a given
situation. At times, people feel that justice is served when people’s needs are
most effectively met; at other times, people’s deserving is seen as relative to
their effort, their contributions to a task, their station in life, what they can win
in a fair competition (Lerner, 1975). And both of these sets of problems are in-
extricably bound up with the way people decide who is in their “‘world,”” and
what place they have in that world (Lerner, 1977).

And, of course, these are good, exciting problems, which signify in bold
terms how far we have come already. We needed to know a great deal before we
knew what questions to ask, and even before we knew how important the ques-
tions were to us.
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Accident victim, 81, 161, 196
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Aggression, 93, 196
personal, 15
self-ascribed, 76
Aggressive behavior, 93
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also Altruistic behavior; Helping be-
havior; Prosocial behavior
postaccident, 118
Altruistic act, 146
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Altruistic motives, 44, 58, 60, 68
Altruistic reactions, 186
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ance
Approach-avoidance index, 133, 134
Approach-avoidance reactions, 131
Appropriateness
experience of, ix
judgment of, 10
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inhibition of, 78
vicarious, 78
Attraction, 198
measures of, 34
index of, 79
Attraction paradigm, 196

Attractiveness. See also Attraction
bipolar scales, 47
evaluations of, 131
measure(s) of, 46, 130
performer’s, 198
personal, 35
rated, 133
ratings of, 60, 82, 132, 134, 178
Attractiveness ratings, 79
Attribution, 101, 125, 197. See @/so Atttibu-
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defensive, 125
Attribution analysis, 196
Attribution process
distortions in, 199
Attribution processes, 81, 111
Attribution research, 200
Attributional analysis, 199
Attributional models, 150
Attributions. See @/so Attribution; Responsi-
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“reversal’’ in, 120
self-punitive, 106
Authoritarian personality, 195
Authoritarian personality research, 5
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avoidance
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Balance, 14, 37, 38, 149. See a/so Balance
theory; Cognitive balance
system of, 38
Balance interpretation, 84
Balance theory, 37, 129. See also Cognitive
balance
Belief in a just world, ix, 7, 9, 11, 12, 14-17,
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threats to, 26
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also 1-E Scale; Locus of control
and authoritarian syndrome, 151
and internal-external locus of control, 151
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Bipolar adjective scales, 113
Bipolar adjectives, 46, 49, 60, 79, 81, 114,
130, 132, 134, 178
Bipolar scales, 47, 66
Blame, 28, 40, 103, 108, 109, 111, 117, 125
assignment of, 92, 105, 115, 116, 118, 122
attributions of, 196
causal, 105, 106, 108, 120
Bystander intervention research, 176. See also
Altruism; Helping behavior; Prosocial
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Caste, 24
Caste system, 24
Castes, 24, 26
Causal analysis, 121
Causal attributions, 198, 200. See a/s0 Aturi-
bution; Attributions
model of, 111
process of, 197
Causal explanations, 110
Causal responsibility, 112, 114, 179. See also
Responsibility
Causal schemas, 107, 110
Causality. See @/so Causal attributions
attribution of, 199
Causation
assignment of, 118
Chance, 18, 22, 31, 61, 81, 82, 106, 108,
112, 115, 116, 177, 197

Chance explanation, 118, 162
Classical conditioning
vicarious, 195
Cognition, 38, 48
Cognitions, 6, 10, 12, 30, 37, 38, 48, 52,
160, 161
dissonant, 10, 37
negative, 14
otganization of, 14
Cognitive balance, 83, 87, 130. See @/so Bal-
ance; Balance theory
theory of, 37
Cognitive changes, 160, 161
Cognitive constructions, 6
Cognitive discrepancies, 196
Cognitive dissonance, 36, 50, 149. See @/so
Dissonance theory
theory of, 10, 36, 195, 196
Cognitive dissonance prediction, 48
Cognitive distortions, 157, 158
Cognitive elements, 14
Cognitive functioning; 151
Cognitive imbalance, 37
Cognitive orientations, 22
Cognitive processes, 111, 157
Cognitive templates, 12
Collective behavior, 53
Common fate
perception of, 57, 58
Competition, 180, 194
direct or indirect, 61
parallel, 61, 81, 83, 177, 178
zero-sum, 83
Compliance, 196, 197
Control, 9, 10, 118, 122, 135, 170
degree of, 123
illusion of, 118, 119, 197
internal-external, 168
locus of, 198
personal, 200
sense of, 28, 122, 123

Defenses, 2, 6, 22, 138, 156, 171, 173, 181,
186, 191. See also Psychological de-
fenses

functional, 176
irrational, 29
styles of, 155
Defensive reactions, 142, 143
Dehumanization, 197
Denial, 3, 28, 29, 52. See also Defenses;
Psychological defenses
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locus of, 197, 199
Dependency, 96, 101, 102, 195
Deserving, 18, 83, 150, 156, 158, 183, 187,
188, 190, 194, 198
bases for, 11
commitment to, 19, 138, 176, 194
issues of, 19, 96, 97
judgment of, 11, 16, 83
petsonal, 199
principles of, 116
relative, 102
rules of, 137
sense of, ix
theme of, 15, 97, 160
threat to, 187, 188
Deservingness, 96, 97
Deviant behaviors, 37, 197
Deviant statuses, 16
Disaster victims, 81
Discrimination
intergroup, 200
injustice of, 170
Dissimilarity. See @/so Approach-avoidance
and avoidance, 134
Dissonance, 36, 38, 48, 49. See a/so Cogni-
tive dissonance
Dissonance prediction, 48, 49
Dissonance situation, 86
Dissonance theory, 37
Dissonance theoty explanation, 48, 49
Dissonance theory predictions, 48, 49
Dogmatism scales, 5

Ego-defensive needs, 85
Emotional arousal. See @/so Arousal
cues of, 41, 65, 74, 148
check list, 45
Emotional behavior, 10
Emotional cues
study of, 59
Emotional cues study, 44
Emotional disturbance, 10
Emotional reactions, 6
Emotional state, 42, 75, 84
Empathic arousal, 74, 76, 77. See also
Arousal; Empathy
Empathic distress, 74
Empathic feelings, 86
Empathic involvement, 51
Empathic observation, 195
Empathic orientations, 77
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Empathic pain, 6
Empathic reaction, 128, 181
Empathic responses, 76
Empathic set, 129
Empathy, 56, 77, 78, 200. See a/so Sympathy
Empathy-arousing situation, 76
Empathy-inhibiting condition, 75, 76
Empathy-inhibiting instructions, 74
Empathy test, 137
Entitlement

bases for, 11

forms of, 12

rules, 11, 175
Entitlements, 17

disqualification of, 16

reduction of, 16

status, 16
Equality

rules of, 17
Equity, 174, 200

psychological, 29
Equity research, 200
Equity theory, 174, 200
Ethnic relations, 197
Ethnocentrism, 153
Exchange fiction, 190, 193, 197

F-scale, 5, 149, 150, 153
Fault. See @/so Blame
attribution of, 197
Fate control, 80
Female liberation, 91
Focus of attention, 87
Frustration aggression explanation, 56
Frustration aggression sequence, 96
Fundamentalist women, 64

Good citizen myth, 27-29. See also Myth;
Myths
Grants Economics, 175
Guilt, 29, 63, 68, 84, 87, 89, 100, 116-120,
122, 123, 175-177, 179, 180, 181,
184, 185, 196, 198, 199
anticipatoty, 199
feelings of, 63, 68, 179
observers’, 70
reactive, 199
sense of, 116
signs of, 14, 178

Helping, 172, 195, 197
Helping behavior, 183, 197-199. See also
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Altruism; Altruistic behavior; Proso-
cial behavior
Helping professions, 51, 66, 67
Helplessness, 170, 200
states of, 122
Human behavior. See also Social behavior
regularities in, 10
Human learning, 42, 43, 45, 59. See also
Social learning
study of, 112
Human motivation
model of, 173
mythical image of, 173

Identification, 15, 76, 90-92, 94, 136. See
also Identity
with attributes, 127
degtee of, 200
with ethnic groups, 154
meanings of, 89
with Protestant Ethic, 166
sense of, 90, 135
with ‘‘underdog,”’ 61
with victim(s), 57, 61, 64, 77, 91, 126~
128, 136
Identification process, 94
Identity
Canadian, 152, 153
religious, 154
sense of, 77, 78
spoiled, 196
with victim(s), 14, 25, 91, 92, 172
I-E Scale, 149, 151, 201. See a/so Control;
Locus of control
Immanent justice, 15, 18, 22, 26
Impression formation, 65, 130
Information-processing, 118, 159
Information-processing approach, 111, 195
Information-processing models, 111, 150,
159
Information-processing principles, 106
Injustice, 19, 20, 22, 27, 50, 52, 55, 56, 61,
81, 86, 88, 92, 105, 143, 158, 160,
162, 164-166, 168-170
complicity in, 68
cues of, 171
degree of, 43, 47, 56, 71, 110, 157
evidence of, 19, 157, 159, 171
expetience of, 156, 159
extent of, 110, 166
incident of, 168

Injustice (conz.)
instance of, 91, 142
magnitude of, 55
perception of, 166, 198
response to, 35
scene of, 50
sense of, 10, 15, 165
victim of, 143
Injustices, 19, 22, 73, 125, 136, 158, 168-
171, 186
experiences of, 18
reactions to, 27
Innocent victim, 39, 40, 44, 50, 56, 83, 120,
134, 135, 149, 163, 180, 195, 198,
200. See also Innocent victims; Vic-
tim; Victims
condemning of, 56
derogation of, 92
observers of, 53, 77
reactions to, 64, 148
rejection of, 74
suffering of, 43
Innocent victim paradigm, 157
Innocent victim study, 58
Innocent victims, 4, 5, 7, 30, 39, 55, 56, 74,
80, 83, 87, 89, 92, 96, 125, 140, 158,
163, 164, 184, 193, 201. See a/so In-
nocent victim; Victim; Victims
deprivation of, 73
derogation of, 39
suffering of, 73
Internal control. See a/so Control; I-E Scale
belief in, 201
Interpersonal attraction, 198. See @lso Ap-
proach-avoidance; Similarity
Interpersonal perception, 197
Interperonal relations, 197

Just World hypothesis, x, 7, 11, 38, 44, 48,
55, 81, 150
Just World paradigm, 196
Justice, 10, 13, 15, 17-19, 39, 40, 50, 55, 87,
105, 127, 138, 142, 147, 155, 158,
159, 164, 165, 168-170, 175, 180,
185-188, 190, 194
belief in, 28, 145
cognitive orientations, 22
commitment to, 19, 41, 138, 175, 176, 194
concern with, 82, 110, 151, 194
evidence for, 38
issues of, 17, 141
need to perceive, 94
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perception of, 168

principles of, 116

role of, 174

rules of, 137

sense of, 10, 40, 61, 82, 89

social, 39

theme of, 160, 175

views of, 151, 155
Justification

social psychology of, 180
Justified self-interest, 198

norm of, 61

norms of, 177, 180

psychology of, 178
Justified self-interest studies, 178

Learned helplessness model, 201
Locus of control, 150, 151. See @/so Control;
I-E Scale
and BJW scale, 151
Internal-external, 150, 151, 153, 155, 168
Locus of control measure, 151

Machiavellian orientation, 9
Machiavellianism, 196
Martyr, 44, 48, 56-58, 61, 69. See a/s0 Inno-
cent victim; Victim; Victims
condemanation of, 57
evaluation of, 69
rejection of, 69
Martyr victim, 44, 47, 57
Martyred victim, 55, 68, 83
Martyrs, 44, 56
Moral development, 156
Myth, 26, 88, 173, 174, 176, 180, 189, 190
Myths, 26, 126, 149, 173, 190

Need to believe in a just world, 19, 139-140
Negative reinforcement, 42-45, 47, 57, 59,
65
Negative reinforcement conditions, 58, 59
Norm, 94, 102
generic, 16
internalization of, 95
social, 93
social responsiveness, 95
Norm of social responsibility, 94, 96, 97, 99.
See also Responsibility
Norms, 15, 16, 61, 93, 96, 170, 177-180
denial of, 29
humanitarian, 28, 29, 200

Norms (cont.)
male-appropriate, 178
perceived, 198
personal, 28
preexisting, 28
suitability of, 28

Opinionation scales, 5

Paralle]l competition, 81, 83. See #/so Compe-
tition
justice of, 177
situation of, 178
Perceived similarity, 198, 199. See also
Avoidance; Similarity
to victim, 46
Positive reinforcement, 42, 44, 47, 82, 86,
178
Positive reinforcement condition, 48, 86
Power, 15, 19, 85, 94
fantasies of, 118
feeling of, 169
interpersonal, 199
observers’, 50
supernatural, 125
Powerlessness, 199
sense of, 121
Prejudice, 197
nature of, 195
Prejudices
religious, 152
Profit motive, 28
Prosocial behavior, 94, 96, 174, 195, 197. See
also Altruistic behavior; Helping be-
havior
Protestant Ethic, 13, 150, 198, 199
identification with, 166
Protestant Ethic beliefs, 151, 155
Protestant Ethic Scale, 153
Psychological defenses, 20. See also Defenses
denial-withdrawal, 20
reinterpretation
of the cause, 21
of the character of the victim, 21
of the event, 40
of the outcome, 20
Psychological reactance. See a/s0 Reactance
theory of, 195
Punishment, 11, 15, 16, 21, 64, 140,
163
Punishments, 15, 26, 174
equitable, 18
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Rape, 83, 108, 123, 199
attempted, 109
victim of, 92, 142
Rape assault, 110
Rape case, 110
Rape condition, 109
Rape victim, 84, 109, 123, 197, 200
Rational Man Myth, 27, 29
Reactance, 185, 195. See also Psychological
reactance
Reactance theory, 99, 200-201. See also Psy-
chological reactance; Reactance
Reciprocity, 196
Reinforcements, 10, 42, 85, 96, 106, 130
Reinforcement condition, 86
Reinforcement theory, 129
Rejection, 41, 60, 61, 69, 73, 198
of counterevidence, 4
of model, 61
Relative deprivation
egoistical, 196
Religion, 163
commitment to, 154
fundamentalist, 21, 169
importance of, 164
measure of, 168
Western, 13
Religious belief, 21
Religious commitment, 153
Religious orientation, 168
commitment to, 163
fundamentalist, 169
Religious perspective, 162165, 170
Religious view, 164
Religiousness, 200
Responsibility, 101, 108, 109, 115, 120, 195,
200. See also Attribution; Attribu-
tions
assignment of, 200
attribution of, 106, 195, 199, 200
causal, 115, 179
defensive attribution of, 196
illusions of, 119
indirect, 198
norm of, 102
perceived, 198
perception of, 28
primary, 112-116, 177
sense of, 28, 86, 172
for suffering, 198
Reward, 40, 64
fortuitous, 31, 106

Reward (cont.)
performer’s, 198

Rewards, 26, 29, 85, 106, 107, 174
equitable, 18

Self-blame, 106, 123, 125
Self-concept, 140, 165
Self-concept changes, 161
Self-destruction, 165
Self-esteem, 103, 112, 116, 124, 140, 196
Self-image, 73, 124
Self-interest, 173. See also Justified self-
interest
direct or indirect, 175
enlightened, 171
justified, 177, 178
norms of, 180
Self-respect, 152
Sexual assault, 109, 110. See a/so Rape
Shame
sense of, 124
Similatity. See also Approach-avoidance;
Perceived similarity
and avoidance, 130, 133-135
degree of, 129, 130
and interpersonal attraction, 129
perceived, 131
perception of, 129, 131
with victim, 49
Social behavior, 10, 29, 197, 198. See also
Human behavior
Social change, 39, 153, 154, 193
resistance to, 155
Social class, 165, 168, 169. See also Socio-
economic class
Social contract, 175
Social desirability, 46
Social Desirability Scale, 153, 154
Social interaction
general theoty of, 174
Social learning, 96. See a/so Human learning
and BJW Scale, 150
generalization of, 149
Social norms, 195. See also Norms
Social responsibility, 195. See a/so Responsi-
bility
Socialization
processes of, 15
Socioeconomic class
laboring, lower middle, upper middle,
166-170
lower, 166
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lowet-upper, 25
middle, 24, 89, 166, 167
upper, 165, 166
upper-lower, 25

teactions to, 49, 50, 69, 70, 130, 148
rejection of, 64, 67, 68, 76-78, 80, 84
response to, 76
suffering of, 44

Status, 16 view of, 75
peer, 101 Victim condemnation, 87
social, 24 Victim derogation, 40, 81, 83, 84

Victim rejection experiments, 76
Victims, 26, 30, 39, 40, 56, 61, 71, 74, 78,

Statuses, 16, 21, 24
identifiable, 24

minority, 16
spectal, 16
Stereotype, 109
Steteotypes, 5, 39
negative, 16
Subculture, 24, 141
Subcultures, 21
Sympathetic reaction, 15
Sympathetic set, 129
Sympathy, 61, 77, 78, 140, 148, 184

Ultimate justice, 22
assumptions of, 26
belief in, 22

- framework of, 164
source of, 22

Victim, 6, 20, 27-29, 40, 41, 43-53, 55-58,
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128, 132, 135, 136, 143-145, 148,
149, 157, 160, 163, 165, 173, 177,
187, 188
behavior of, 71
character of, 21
characteristics of, 28
choice of, 81
compassion for, 50
condemnation of, 50, 56, 71, 78, 149, 157,
164
denigration, derogation
devaluing of, 41, 77, 82, 86, 92, 128,
149
enhancement of, 57
evaluation of, 48-50, 57, 77, 82, 86, 91, 93
fate of, 50, 86
image of, 50, 158
impression of, 45
indebtedness to, 68
perceptions of, 64
personality of, 65
ratings of, 47, 48, 66, 69, 76, 77, 78

80, 83, 88, 90, 93, 94, 107, 116, 124,
125, 127, 135, 136, 142, 143, 145,
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compassion for, 74

condemnation of, 142, 181

degradation of, 39

deprivation of, 25

derogation

devaluing of, 71, 83

evaluation of, 83

lack of sympathy for, 148

motives of, 169

reactions to, 55, 56, 74, 140, 151, 152,
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rejection of, 4
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suffering of, 25
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