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CHAPTER 1
Introduction

Burgeoning social conflicts over such issues as abortion and
capital punishment are indicative of moral crises in American so-
ciety. Prolife groups argue that abortion terminates a life and
therefore is murder. However, the same point, sanctity of human
life, is ignored by those who support capital punishment. In
essence there is an asymmetry in the apparent logic concerning
support for legalized abortion and capital punishment. This
asymmetry often goes unquestioned. It 1s this asymmetry and the
cognitive process making it possible which are the points of study.

The purpose of this study is not to determine whether abor-
tion and capital punishment are morally right or wrong. Rather,
the intent is to examine the way in which these issues may be
perceived as being either consistent or inconsistent with personal
values concerning morality.

Capital punishment may be supported because it satisfies the
victim's and the public's desire for retribution or social retali-
ation. According to Mittendorf (1971) there are five reasons for
punishment: retribution, general deterrence, special deterrence,
incapacitation, and reformation. He suggests that retribution is
a continuously persistent goal of punishment. Moreover, he states
that no penal system, legislator, or judge can ignore the so-called
people's sense of justice. The sense of justice is a psycholog-
ical reality. Therefore, a penal system which does not satisfy
this psvchological reality may result in the people taking the law
into their own hands. Consequently, 1t appears that the need for
retribution overrides the contradictory logic of support for both

legalized abortion and capital punishment.



It is hypothesized that retribution, in the form of the peo-
ple's sense of justice, may be sustained by a belief in a just
world. The belief in a just world is a pervasive cognitive ten-
dency linking goodness and happiness, or wickedness and punishment
(Lerner, 1965). The links, in fact, are so strong that given one
of these conditions the other is frequently assumed. Thus, people
see a harmonious fit between happiness and goodness, or between
wickedness and punishment. This fit between conditions becomes
the objective reality ought.

Ought is the moral standard which "is considered to belong
to the objective reality that is the same for everyone" (Heider,
1958; p. 230). The two major defining characteristics of the
moral standard ought are: (1) differéut people should perceive
the same ought demands in a given situation (consensual valida-
tion), and (2) ought demands should manifest themselves across
situations (cross—situational comsistency) (Ross and DiTecco,
1975; p. 92). Thus, moral standards are defined, as are all
external attributions, by consistency over time and over modali-
ties and consensus among different persons in their reactions.

In the above example the justice ought suggests people merit
their misfortunes. Therefore, when conditions do not coexist as

they should, the imbalance is discordant. This motivates people
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to establish a fit so the situation exists as they think it should.

By suggesting a fit between wickedness and punishment, capital
punishment may be viewed as an instance of justifiable retribution
for transgressing against society's laws. In evaluations of capi-
tal punishment and legalized abortion it appears that: (1) since
others support capital punishment and deny legalized abortions the

individual will do so (consensus) and (2) since all bad behaviors
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are punishable (cross-situational consistency) then the ought con-
cerning sanctity of life is overriden by making evaluations in
accord with (1) others' opinions and (2) the concept, as it is
sustained by the belief in a just world, that links goodness and
happiness, or wickedness and punishment. Consequently, the need
to retain a fit between goodness and happiness, or between wicked-
ness and punishment is so strong the moral aspects of the support
for capital punishment are disregarded.

In addition to examining the asymmetry in the logic between
issues of capital punishment and legalized abortion, this study
may also provide some understanding of the "ought-is" drift (Kelley,
1971). RKelley identified this drift as the tendency to accept what
"is" as the equivalent to the objective reality "ought".

This drift blends rational and social morality. Rational
morality rises from the conscious decisions of individuals. There=-

fore, the moral standard "ought'" is equivalent to rational moral-
ity. Social morality evolves from unreflectively accepted customs
based on bahavior consciously or unconsciously imitated by others.
The behavior that is imitated becomes the norm. Therefore, social

morality is equivalent to "is".

An examination of the "ought-is" drift may lead to a better
understanding of rational and social morality. Social morality,
because it is influenced by consensus or consistency changes over
time. This flux allows behavior that was not acceptable at one
time, to be acceptable at some later date. The changes in moral
standards occur because people make evaluations in the same way

that they make external attributions. Thus, the standard "ought"

is contaminated and is no longer stated in absolute terms, Study



of this problem can provide an understanding of the social rules
which satisfy the need for retribution and subsequently allow

people to ignore the principle of the sanctity of human life.
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CHAPTER 2
Prior Theory and Research
The chapter opens with a summary of Piaget's theory of cog-

nitive development and its influence on Heider's theory of attri-
butions of respomnsibility. A review of recent research findings
concerning sources of biases in the attribution of responsibility
that seem relevant to the problem of moral judgment follows. The
conditions in which a person may confuse information used in making
attributions of responsibility are examined. Next, Lerner's (1965)
hypothesis concerning the belief in a just world and the cultural,
psychological, and cognitive-development perspectives associated
with this belief are presented. It is then argued that moral judg-
ments may be understood in terms of how beliefs in a just world
can influence attributions of responsibility.

Moral Judgment Research

The Cognitive Basis of Moral Development

Piaget's general theory of cognitive development views the
acquisition of knowledge and competence as a consequence of growth
and interaction with the physical and social environments. This
developmental approach attempts to identify the envirommental fac-
tors which retard or advance development.

Three fundamental principles underlying Piaget's notiomns of
cognitive development are (1) biological maturation, (2) experi-
ence with the physical environment, and (3) experience with the
social enviromment. To this he adds the concept equilibration, a
progressive, self-regulating process of balancing contradictory
cognitive structures.

As the individual matures biologically, familiar behaviors

follow an orderly development. This maturational process, which



is not independent of learning, emphasizes the sequence, not the
content of development. As the child experiences his environment
sensorimotor skills for locomotion and manipulation develop.
Three experiences important to the development of sensorimotor
skills are: exercise, physical experience, and logico-mathemat-
ical experience. Exercise leads to a refinement of movement.
Physical experience leads to extracting information from objects
in the environment. Logico-mathematical experiences depend on
special properties of subject-object interaction and do not depend
on the object's physical properties. Thus, the emphasis is placed
on the cognitive abilities involved in solving logically difficult
operations. It is the experience with the social environment
which provides the opportunity to learn many kinds of activities,
concepts, and relationships such as co-operation and competition,
mutual respect, folkways, and mores.

The process of equilibration organizes these experiences.
In order to understand equilibration two concepts, assimilation
and accomodation, are employed. These concepts serve to describe
the mechanics of equilibration. The fitting of external reality
into an existing structure is assimilation, and the modification
the structure undergoes while this is taking place is accommoda-
tion. Equilibration is fundamental in co-ordinating the other
three factors in cognitive development.

An Attributional Analysis of Moral Evaluations

Heider's (1958) theory of moral development follows a stage-
wise treatment. Each stage takes into account the importance of
environmental factors and its subsequent effect on the determina-
tion of responsibility. All stages seem correlated with Piaget's

theory of cognitive development. At the first level evaluations



of responsibility are primitive and undifferentiated. During the
course of cognitive development evaluations become more sophisti-
cated in dealing with the environmental determinants of actions.

The five stages and their Piagetian correlates are:

Level 1. Global-Association: The person is held respon-
sible for any effect that he is connected with in any way. In
Piaget's (1955) terms, responsibility at this most primitive stage
is determined by syncretistic, pseudocausal reasoning rather than
by consideration of objective causal connections. Thus, a person
may be blamed for harmful acts committed by his friends.

Level 2. Extended Commission: The person is held respon-
sible for any effect that he produced by his actions, even though
he definitely could not have foreseen the consequences of his
actions. As in Piaget's (1932) "objective responsibility" the
person is judged according to what he does but not according to
his motives.

Level 3. Careless Commission: The person is held respon-
sible for any foreseeable effect that he produced by his actions
even though the effect was not a part of his goals or intentions.
He is held responsible for the lack of restraint that a wider cog-
"nitive field would produce.

Level 4. Purposive Commission: The person is held respon-
sible for any effect that he produced by his actions, foreseeing
the outcome and intending to produce the effect. This corresponds
roughly to Piaget's "subjective responsibility" in which motives
are the central issue.

Level 5. Justified Commission: The person is held only
partly responsible for any effect that he intentionally produced,

if the circumstances were such that most persons would have felt



and acted as he did. That is, responsibility for the act is at
least shared by the coercive environment.

Biases in Attributions of Responsibility

Because moral judgments appear to be a specific type of the
more general process of responsibility attribution, the following
review considers the relevant results showing how the attribution
process may be biased.

‘People interpret responsibility in different ways. Heider
suggests the sophistication of the interpretation of responsibil-
ity changes as a function of one's cognitive development. Shaw
and Sulzer (1964) demonstrated that people may confuse the impor-
tance of environmental factors when making moral evaluations of
responsibility. Two groups were presented brief stories depicting
Heider's five interpretations of responsibility (Heider, 1958).
Children (6-9 years old) and college students assigned responsibil-
ity for positive and negative outcomes to agents in the stories.
It was found that college students tended to differentiate more
than did the children in those situations when the consequences
could have been foreseen or intended from those in which foresee-
ability and intentionality were clearly absent. Shaw and Sulzer
concluded moral evaluations differ as a function of the external
factors influencing the total situation as interpreted by the indi-
vidual.

Although Shaw and Sulzer's work supports Heider's observation
that the level of sophistication in making attributions of respon-
sibility increases over time, it has been demonstrated that even
mature individuals often make "primitive'" attributions. Para-
meters such as defensive attributions (Shaver, 1970a), perceived

severity of consequences and fate similarity (Chaiken and Darley,



1973), attributional contexts (Lerner, 1965), or belief in a just
world (Lerner, 1965) may influence moral judgments. It seems
reasonable to conclude that people will confuse the information
used to make moral judgments when ''the reason fits the wishes of
the person and the datum is plausibly derived from the reason'
(Heider, 1958, p. 172). Evaluations which are biased allow the
attributor to maintain constancy between his perceptions of the
world and his evaluafions.

Thus, it appears incorrect to assume that the attributions an
individual makes are at the highest level of the individual's cog-
nitive ability. People may make attributions which are often pri-
mitive relative to what they are capable of doing. Ross and
DiTecco (1975) identify four factors which may be seen to influ-
ence the sophistication of attributions of responsibility. These
four factors are: specification, linguistic usage, attributional
context, and motivational biases.

Specification: In this condition the individual is instructed
as to the particular interpretation of responsibility he should
use. For example, in the court system, a judge will instruct the
jury as to the response level they should adopt, i.e. murder re-
quires proof of intentionality. Since people can be instructed as
to the particular interpretation of responsibility they should use
it appears that responsibility can be interpreted in different
ways.

Linguistic usage: Language implicitly forms the basis by
which an individual interprets events (Kanouse, 1971; Whorf, 1941).
Kanouse provides evidence that the language used to describe a
phenomenon will affect the attributions an individual is likely

to make in order to explain 1it.
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Attributional context: An individual will engage in a full-
blown causal analysis when the need to predict and control anoth-
er's behavior is clearly present. However, when this motivation
is lacking, a detailed analysis of the situation is not warranted.
It is at this time that primitive attributions are likely to be
made. (Ross and DiTecco, 1975). Individuals may often not be
motivated to seek the best possible answer for an event, but
merely a sufficiently satisfactory one. Therefore, primitive
attributions may be sufficiently satisfactory when the consequences
of the attribution are in terms of its future significance for the
attributor.

Motivated biases: It is assumed that individuals' percep~
tions of responsibility are influenced by their own desires and
self-interests. Thus, an observer may make '"primitive' attribu-
tions of responsibility for the harmful consequences of another's
actions. By making primitive attributions, the observer will
assign blame to the innocent victim of an accident because any
other attribution, i1.e. chance occurence or external causation,
implies that a misfortune could occur to anyone, including the
observer. This process of defensive attributions (Shaver, 1970a)
may have a role in the level of sophistication employed by an ob-
server when he is making attributions of responsibility.

Defensive Attributions

Walster (1966) asked adult subjects to indicate the extent to
which they felt a car owner was responsibile for an automobile ac-
cident caused by a mechanical failure in the automobile. Since
the owner did not intend or foresee the consequences, though they
might have been foreseen, Walster's description represents Heider's

third level of attribution. Subjects' judgments indicated that
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as the severity of the alleged consequences increased more respon-
sibility was attributed to the person who caused it.

Replications of this study have failed to demonstrate how
severity of consequences affects attributions of responsibility
(Shaver, 1970a; 1970b; Stokols and Schopler, 1973; Walster, 1967).
A study by Chaiken and Darley (1973) is partially.supportive. They
showed that as severity of the consequences increased, the subjects
were less apt to see chance as responsible. However, attributions
of responsibility to the harmdoer did not increase significantly
with the severity of the consequences.

One interpretation of these conflicting results is that the
studies reflect the subject's uncertainty as to what interpreta-
tion of responsibility to utilize in making their judgments
(Fishbein and Ajzen, 1973). It is not clear however, why subjects
adopt one level in the Walster (1966) and Chaiken and Darley (1973)
studies and a different level in the remaining studies.

In general, it seems clear that despite the ambiguity of some
research findings, the current literature on attribution of respon-
sibility reveals that a variety of both personal and impersonal
factors may have strong influence over individual judgments. In
the following review of the just world hypothesis, it will be
apparent that belief in a just world, as a personal, moral value,
can be interpreted as a major factor influencing the attribution
process.

The Sust World Hypothesis

The just world hypothesis states that:

Individuals have a need to believe that they
live in a world where people generally get
what they deserve. The belief that the
world is just enables the individual to con-
front his physical and social environment
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as though they were stable and orderly
(Lerner and Miller, 1978; p. 1031).

Lerner hypothesizes that the belief in a just world is adaptive
because it allows an individual to strive for long-term goals
under the assumption these goals can be achieved by hard work.
People do not believe, nor do they need to believe every-
thing that happens in the world is just. The belief in a just
world functions best as events come closer to a person's world
and are relevant to his own fate. Consequently, the need to ex-
plain or make sense of events increases as the concern over injus-
tice to one's self increases.

Reactions to the visible suffering of others. Lerner and

Simmons (1966) conducted the first experiment which is the proto-
type of a series of experiments on the belief in a just world.
These studies focus on victim derogation as a reaction to the
visible suffering of others.

Lerner and Simmons had female subjects watch a fellow stu-
dent on videotape. These subjects, believing that they were par-
ticipating in a human learning experiment, were (1) given the
opportunity to compensate the victim who was shocked for each in-
correct answer, (2) could not reward the victim and were informed
that the suffering would continue, or (3) informed that the victim
had allowed herself to be shocked for the sake of the experiment.

The findings were that in condition one, when they were al-
lowed to restore justice through compensation most subjects did
compensate the victim. In conditions two and three, subjects
rated the victim unfavorably. This unfavorable rating was most
pronounced in the third condition. Researchers concluded that the

sight of an innocent person who suffered without the possibility
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of reward motivated the subjects to devalue (derogate) the attrac-
tiveness of the victim in order to bring about a more appropriate
fit between fate and character. This general finding has been re-
plicated a number of times with diverse populations.

It appears when someone suffers without the possibility of
reward of compensation, a person may be motivated to devalue the
attractiveness of the victim in order to bring about a more appro-
priate fit between fate and character. A person who feels respon-
sible for the suffering of the victim will derogate the victim as
a means to reduce guilt. In sum, the belief in a just world is a
defense against the belief that (1) misfortune would happen to
them or (2) they could themselves precipitate suffering in the
future.

The development of the belief in a just world. Rubin and

Peplau suggest the belief in a just world is fostered by three
conditions (1) the theme of a just world in Western culture,
(2) the psychological functions of the belief in a just world,
and (3) the links between this belief and theories of cognitive
development. These conditions are not mutually exclusive.

The theme of a just world is perpetuated in Western culture
by fairy tales and popular myths. Tales and myths emphasize that
rewards follow from virtue and punishments from misbehavior. A
child's respect for authority is encouraged by the belief in a
just world. Admiration for authority 1s one-sided. The emphasis
is on virtues, not flaws in power. Children are taught to admire
parents, policemen, and political figures, and to revere American

1]

institutions. As a result "...children from families in which

idealized and uncritical respect for authority is encouraged will
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be especially likely to have a strong belief that the world is
just" (Rubin and Peplau, 1975; p. 73).

Religions also foster this belief in a just world. Judaism
and Christianity teach that rewards are inevitable. The Pro-
testant Ethic emphasizes the links between hard work, financial
success, and spiritual salvation. Prosperity is viewed as a sign
of virtue. Therefore, children who grow up in '"'religious" house-
holds are likely to develop a strong belief in a just wbrld.

The just world belief functions psychologically to reduce the
threatening notion that with a delay in gratification a reward may
not always follow. Lerner (1974) hypothesizes that the progression
from the "pleasure principle'" (taking what you can get and doing
what feels good now) to the '"reality principle" (giving up imme-
diate rewards in favor of sustained effort to achieve future goals)
is accompanied by an implicit belief that investment of effort and
self-denial pays off in the end. The achiever is threatened by
the realization that if other people do not get what they deserve,
then he may not either. Therefore, a person engages in activities
assuming that the world is stable and orderly. This assumption
allows the individual to strive for future goals. He believes
that because the world is just his hard work ultimately will be
rewarded.

Cognitive Aspects of Belief in a Just World: Piaget identi-
fied the phenomenon "immanent justice" in his systematic analysis
of the changes that occur in children's ideas about morality. Im-
manent justice is a belief that "a fault will automatically bring
about its own punishment" (Piaget, 1965; p. 250). This belief

declines with age, on occasions when parents are shown to be wrong



15
or unfair, and by an expansion of the child's social world to
include egalitarian relationships with peers.

In a broader context of cognitive and moral development
Piaget found that children see parents as either '"absolute,
omniscent authorities who define what is fair and just. For
children, the fact someone is punished by an adult is proof of
his wrongdoing" (Rubin and Peplau, 1975; p. 75). Piaget believes
that this belief, although it declines with age, persists to some
degree in adults.

The belief in a just world functions for both the individual
and society. This belief encourages good behavior, hard work, and
respect for authorities and institutions. Only as the child de-
vélops cognitively and morally does he question this belief. Per-
sonal experiences with injustice and attainment of a principled
view of morality that transcends obedience to conventional stan-
dards and authorities result in questioning this belief.

Personality correlates of the belief in a just world,

Social learning theory implies that two personality dimensions
related to the belief in a just world are trust and personal ef-
ficacy. A person must believe or trust that one ultimately re-
celves deserved rewards. Secondly, the person must have a sense
of personal efficacy or the ability to manipulate one's environment
to bring about just rewards. Thus, the belief in a just world is
linked to a sense of internal control over one's outcomes.

Rubin and Peplau admit little research of the sort that could
shed direct light on the development of the belief in a just world
has been conducted. Their consideration of developmental per-
spectives has suggested several hypotheses about the likely cor-

relates among adults, It is expected people with a strong belief



