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“Am I a good person (right now)?”

Situationally determined
• Moral credentials (Monin & Miller, 2001)
• Licensing (Khan & Dhar, 2006; Mazar & Zhong, 2010)

We are motivated to maintain a positive moral identity 
• Muhammad Ali effect (Allison et al., 1989)
• Batson on moral hypocrisy

Sensitivity to moral reproach
• Stanik & Ybarra, 2006
• Sabini & Silver, 1982
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Morality is an important currency by which we judge 
others and ourselves.

Demonstrate this by showing what happens when 
others threaten our sense of being a good, 
adequate person.

(…and along the way, show some of the functions
and costs of wanting to be moral)
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Part 1: Moral Self-Defense : 
Defending the Self with Morality

Part 2: Moral-Self Defense :
Defending the Moral Self
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1. I follow silly rules or comply with unwarranted requests
2. Someone else disregards rules / refuses requests
3. I feel like a sucker…
4. … but wait, I’m a saint! (MORALIZATION )
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Collaborator:
Alexander H. Jordan
Dartmouth College
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“Since you’re scheduled for a half-hour of experiment time and the main part 
of the study will take only a few minutes, we’d appreciate it if in the 
meantime you’d help us do some pre-testing for an a pplied project
where we’re trying to determine the degree to which performance on essay 
tests is limited by the time allotted. Right now, as a first step, we’re gauging 
students’ handwriting speeds. Would you be willing to help out with this?”
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1. Self-Ratings
• Intelligence
• Confidence
• Morality
• Sense of humor

2. Tasks
3. Ratings of other

• Intelligence
• Confidence
• Morality
• Sense of humor
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Jordan & Monin, 2008, Psych Science
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Personal essay (self-affirmation):
“Please write about a recent experience in which you  
demonstrated a quality or value that is very import ant to you 
and which made you feel good about yourself .
Examples of ‘personally important values or quality’ might include 
(but are not limited to) artistic skills, sense of humor, social skills, 
spontaneity, athletic ability, musical talent, physical attractiveness, 
creativity, business skills, or romantic values.”

Control:
“Please describe everything you have eaten or drunk in the 
past 48 hours. Do not worry about things you find yourself unable 
to remember.”

Adapted from Cohen, Aronson, and Steele (2000, Study 1)
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Jordan & Monin, 2008, Psych Science
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Will “suckers” act more consistently 
with sainthood if they have had 
an opportunity to moralize?

Collaborator:
Roberta Dessi

Toulouse School
of Economics
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Moralization: - How generous/selfish are you?
- How generous/selfish is the other?
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* Won’t find out until the end of the experiment

2 tokens = 1 €

Maximum total potential payoff (both games) =  36 €

N = 256
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Dropping 2.7% of Ps who gave all 12 tokens at Time 2, N = 249

�
Time 1 “Give” Amount

Time 1 “Keep” Amount

3-way F, p<.10, 2-way F for givers, p=.056, 1-way for suckers, p = .01
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Sucker-to -saint effect: when others make us feel 
stupid for going against our self-interest, we 
moralize our choice:

• We are more moral for doing it
• They are less moral for not doing it

Moralization is sticky : having moralized our 
behavior, we are more likely to go against our 
self-interest again in the future:

• Able to stick to our guns?   …OR:
• Cornered by “Noblesse oblige”?
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For an actor already committed to the task:
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Imagine being a detective solving a burglary. You have 
caught three suspects. If you had to guess who did it, 
whom would you pick and why?

A B C

Prior record No No Yes

Resisted arrest No Mildly No

Alibi Yes Yes No

Found with… Misc. Misc.
Cash + 

Screwdriver

Employed Yes Yes No



Imagine being a detective solving a burglary. You have caught 
three suspects. If you had to guess who did it, whom would you 
pick and why?

Compliant Picks Black suspect as likely culprit, writes:
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Rebel Leaves answer blank, writes:
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In the observer condition, the rebel is indeed perceived to 
be more moral (p<.05).

N = 25



��������%����3����8�����

�����

2 x 2 design crossing 2 manipulations:

� Behavior of other

Compliant: Picks the Black suspect
Rebel: Refuses to pick anyone

� Role of participant (really an order manipulation)

Observer: Rate other first (and then respond)
Actor: Respond first, then rate other

N = 56 – 3 suspicious = 53
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Monin, Sawyer, & Marquez, 2008, JPSP
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Rebel Observer Rebel Actor

Strong Self-righteous

Strong Self-righteous

Strong-minded Defensive

Independent Opinionated

Decisive Confused

Fair-minded Easily offended

Not racist Racist

Socially conscious <Blank>

Adamant Stalwart

Proud Quirky

Blunt Bold

Self-righteous IntelligentN = 24
Mean rating < 0

Mean rating = 0

Mean rating > 0
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Personal essay (self-affirmation):
“Please write about a recent experience in which you  
demonstrated a quality or value that is very import ant to you 
and which made you feel good about yourself .
Examples of ‘personally important values or quality’ might include 
(but are not limited to) artistic skills, sense of humor, social skills, 
spontaneity, athletic ability, musical talent, physical attractiveness, 
creativity, business skills, or romantic values.”

Control:
“Please describe everything you have eaten or drunk in the 
past 48 hours. Do not worry about things you find yourself unable 
to remember.”

Inspired by Cohen, Aronson, and Steele (2000, Study 1)
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Monin, Sawyer, & Marquez, 2008, JPSP(All “actors”)
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Obedient
Rebel 

Control
Rebel Self-
Affirmation

Attraction 1.88 .02 2.54

Morality 1.11 1.41 2.42

Communion .83 .25 .87

Agency 1.34 1.44 2.10

Imagined Attraction 1.00 -1.52 -.58

Happiness with choice 1.32 1.24 .26

Situation blame 1.42 1.03 -.07

Monin, Sawyer, & Marquez, 2008, JPSP
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Goodman z = -3.01, p < .005 
Standardized coefficients (b) 

Rebel vs.
Compliant

Attraction

Imagined
Attraction

(-.28*) .20, ns

-.59** .80**

Monin, Sawyer, & Marquez, 2008, JPSP
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Rebel vs.
Compliant

Attraction

Imagined
Attraction

(-.28*) .20, ns

-.59** .80**

More on this mediation:

1. Expected rejection drives rejection and 
not the other way around.

2. The rebel is long gone and will never 
see the participant’s response! 

3. Is it about what I think or what others think? Why does self affirmation work?

What’s going on? What threat? Whose judgment matter s?

• Your own? (Projection)
• The experimenter’s?

Collaborator:
Kieran O’Connor

Stanford University
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Rebel vs.
Compliant

Attraction

Imagined
Attraction

“Imagine we showed your and the 
other participant’s responses on 
the police task to a random 
student on campus.
After seeing your answers on the 
Police Decision Making Task, how 
much would a random student 
like you as a friend?”O’Connor & Monin, in prep.

If the anticipated rejection captured by asking about the rebel’s judgment is 
purely projective, we should obtain the same pattern by asking about 
anyone’s reaction.

“After seeing your answers on the 
Police Decision Making Task, how 
much would the other 
participant like you as a friend?”

Rebel vs.
Compliant

Attraction

Imagined
Attraction
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O’Connor & Monin, in prep.
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The importance of the rebel’s potential opinion :
• Not a random other (projection)
• Not the experimenter who is physically present

… but really the rebel who could look down on the actor

Disappointing “Saints in the Skull ” can constitute a 
threat, just like coming short of the expectations of any 
internalized important other.

What aspect of the rebels’ stance is so threatening?
� How can rebels fine-tune their rebellion to minimize 
resentment?
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We resent righteous rebels when we can imagine them 
looking down on us.

This resentment disappears when we can buttress the 
self, supporting the role of self-regard .

Righteousness and rebellion both seem sufficient to 
reduce liking, though neither is as disliked as the 
righteous rebel.
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Part 1: Moral Self-Defense : 
Defending the Self with Morality

Part 2: Moral-Self Defense :
Defending the Moral Self

(…and along the way, show some of the functions
and costs of wanting to be moral)




������������$�����	
�������������$���9����%���

Obedient
Rebel 

Control
Rebel Self-
Affirmation

Attraction 1.88 .02 2.54

Morality 1.11 1.41 2.42

Communion .83 .25 .87

Agency 1.34 1.44 2.10

Imagined Attraction 1.00 -1.52 -.58

Happiness with choice 1.32 1.24 .26

Situation blame 1.42 1.03 -.07

Monin, Sawyer, & Marquez, 2008, JPSP


