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Abstract 

Two specifications of the scapegoat hypothesis were tested in this study. Two hundred and ninety two 

participants were first asked to indicate whether or not they would commit an unlawful act in a particu-

larly enticing situation. Later, they were asked to serve as judges and sentence convicts in criminal cases 

that were similar to the ones described to them earlier. Authoritarianism and Draconity were assessed as 

covariates. In contrast to the scapegoat hypothesis, but consistent with the blame avoidance motive, par-

ticipants were more lenient if they would have committed the unlawful act themselves. Additional findings 

also contradict the scapegoat hypothesis. Authoritarianism and Draconity had main effects on punish-

ment. 

 

 

 

 

Zusammenfassung 

Zwei Ableitungen bzw. Spezifikationen der psychoanalytischen "Sündenbock-Hypothese" werden in dieser 

Studie erstmals empirisch untersucht: 292 Teilnehmerinnen und Teilnehmer wurden um die Bearbeitung 

eines Fragebogens gebeten. Im ersten Teil des Fragebogens wurde eine Alltagssituation beschrieben, in 

der es verlockend war, eine strafbare Handlung zu begehen. Die Probanden sollten angeben, ob sie die in 

der Situation beschriebene Handlung begehen würden oder nicht. Im letzten Teil des Bogens sollten die 

Probanden dann ein Strafurteil über fiktive Personen verhängen, die vergleichbare Handlungen tatsäch-

lich begangen hatten. Zusätzlich wurden Autoritarismus und Drakonität gemessen und deren moderie-

rende Effekte auf den Zusammenhang zwischen moralischer Entscheidung bzw. Schwierigkeit des morali-

schen Urteils und der Strafhärte untersucht. Entgegen der Annahmen der "Sündenbock-Hypothese" war 

das Strafmaß bei Personen, die sich gegen die ungesetzliche Handlung entschieden, höher als bei sol-

chen, die angaben, eine solche Handlung tatsächlich zu begehen. Dies spricht eher für einen "blame-

avoidance"-motivierten Mildeeffekt. Autoritarismus und Drakonität beeinflussten die Strafhärte direkt, 

wirkten jedoch nicht moderierend auf die von der "Sündenbock-Hypothese" vermuteten Zusammenhän-

ge. 
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1. Theoretical background 

 

"[…] And Aaron shall lay both his hands upon the head of the live goat, and confess over him all the 
iniquities of the people of Israel, and all their transgressions, all their sins; and he shall put them upon 
the head of the goat, and send him away into the wilderness […]." (Leviticus 16:21-22 RSV) 

 

This quote from the Old Testament refers to an old Hebrew ritual that was practiced on Yom Kippur day: 

One of two goats was slaughtered and sacrificed to God, the other was burdened with the folk's sins and 

dismissed into the wilderness, carrying away the sins. 

This metaphor has been adopted by several sociological and psychological theories and transformed into 

what has become known as the scapegoat hypothesis. Over the last sixty years, this hypothesis was used 

for explaining a wide range of social phenomena, such as prejudice, discrimination, interpersonal aggres-

sion (e.g., Allport, 1954; Beck & Tolnay, 1995; Berkowitz, 1962; Dollard, Doob, Miller, Mowrer, & Sears, 

1939), outgroup derogation (Cadinu & Reggiori, 2002; Kessler & Mummendey, 2001; Schmitt, Maes, & 

Gollwitzer, in press), and warfare (e.g., Gelpi, 1997; Levy, 1993; Levy & Vakili, 1992). The scapegoat hy-

pothesis plays a core role in psychoanalytic theories of punishment and legal persecution (Douglas, 1995; 

Girard, 1986; Kraupl-Taylor & Rey, 1953; Naegeli, 1966, 1967). According to psychodynamic assump-

tions, pursuing a scapegoat is a defensive mechanism of projecting one's faults onto others. However, 

psychoanalytic theories do not provide a precise definition of faults and do not specify what exactly moti-

vates their projection on scapegoats. Some scholars assume that guilt is a primary motive for scapegoat-

ing (Freud, 1923/1961; Neumann, 1964). Others talk of "shadows" (Jung, 1968/1950, Perera, 1986). Fi-

nally, Adler (1927) equates faults with incompetence and inferiority. Given these rather vague definitions 

of faults, the psychoanalytic scapegoat hypothesis is difficult to test empirically. Although more recent 

social psychological approaches have been formulated that are much more in line with empirical argu-

ments referring to the relation between moral decisions, guilt, and punishment, the psychoanalytic 

scapegoat theory is still presented as one of the major contributions of psychology in introductory text-

books of criminology and legal persecution (e.g., Göppinger, 1997; Kaiser, 1996; Schwind, 2002). 

In the present article, we suggest two specifications of the psychoanalytic scapegoat hypothesis, com-

pare them with more recent social psychological perspectives on retribution and punishment, and test 

them empirically. 

 

1.1. The scapegoat-guilt hypothesis: Projecting faults and transgressions 

The biblical scapegoat metaphor describes a process of collective redemption from guilt. This function is 

a core notion in psychoanalytic theories of criminology and punishment. Naegeli (1966, 1967) argues that 

society's need to punish those who act against established norms originates from a collective desire to 

free the self from faults: "In every person, there is a more or less developed tendency to project the 
Negative in us, which we are afraid of, and which we detest, […] onto other people. They are being given 
the role of the scapegoat, and they are being loaded upon all the hatred that actually goes for ourselves" 
(Naegeli, 1967, p. 49; our translation). 

If the need to free the self from guilt is a core motive for scapegoating, this need should be especially 

strong in individuals who either transgressed a social norm or could imagine themselves transgressing a 

social norm in a particular situation. More specifically, individuals who transgressed a norm should assign 
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harsher punishment to accessible scapegoats (i.e., others who had committed similar acts) compared to 

individuals who complied with that norm. We propose to call this specification the scapegoat-guilt hy-

pothesis, and our way of investigating it empirically builds upon the following hypothetical situation: Per-

son A is tempted to steal something from a store. Later, that person is given the opportunity to judge 

another person B who was charged with shoplifting. The scapegoat-guilt hypothesis predicts that A will 

impose harsher punishment on B if A had decided to commit shoplifting himself. 

It is important to note that this prediction is not the only plausible prediction. Blaming others for a fault 

oneself has committed implies self-blame, which is not self-serving. In contrast, displaying mildness to-

wards similar offenders is a self-protective strategy that serves the need for blame-avoidance (Shaver, 

1985, Shaver & Drown, 1986; Shaw & McMartin, 1977). In case of our fictitious persons A and B, it fol-

lows from the blame avoidance motive that A should impose more lenient punishment on B if A had de-

cided to commit shoplifting. 

The first aim of the present study was to test the scapegoat-guilt hypothesis against the blame-avoidance 

hypothesis. 

 

1.2. The scapegoat-conflict hypothesis: Projecting one's internal struggles 

Drawing upon Freud's idea of a permanent struggle between the Id's primitive (and often non-normative) 

desires and the acquired social rules that are stored in and enforced by the Super-Ego (Freud, 

1923/1961), psychoanalytic writings on guilt, retribution, and punishment convey a second meaning of 

the scapegoat hypothesis. According to Freud's model, the Ego's task is to mediate between the Id and 

the Super-Ego and to balance their conflicting forces. The struggle between the Id and the Super-Ego is 

everlasting because the Super-Ego's power is more fragile than the Id's desires, and any situation in 

which deviant behavior is enticing provides a severe challenge for the Super-Ego. Punishing wrongdoers 

can therefore be understood as a strategy to affirm the Super-Ego's strength symbolically. According to 

this perspective, the worst threat to the Super-Ego comes from a wrongdoer who goes unpunished 

(Alexander & Staub, 1929). Therefore, the individual's demand for punishment is an attempt to cope with 

a particular fear: If legal authorities fail to lead wrongdoers to their deserved penalty, the Super-Ego's 

authority is undermined and this, in turn, might lead to a complete breakthrough of all of the Id's forbid-

den desires. According to this view, society's interest in punishing wrongdoers reflects their members' 

internal conflicts between their Super-Ego and their Id: "The stronger the pressure of repressed tenden-
cies, the stronger is the Ego's need for retribution as a warning against the primeval sphere of repressed 
drives" (Alexander & Staub, 1929; p. 119; our translation). If this was true, the subjectively experienced 

strength of internal conflicts should be correlated with a desire to punish others. We will refer to this no-

tion as the scapegoat-conflict hypothesis. We will test this hypothesis in a similar way as the scapegoat-

guilt hypothesis: Person A finds himself in a situation in which stealing something from a store is tempt-

ing. Later, A has to sentence B who was charged with shoplifting. The scapegoat-conflict hypothesis pre-

dicts that the punishment A imposes on B will be correlated with the strength of A's decision conflict. 

In the meantime, more sophisticated models describing the relation between identity, moral decisions, 

and lay perspectives on punishment have been formulated in Social Psychology. Interestingly, a series of 

experiments recently conducted by Tetlock, Kristel, Elson, Green, and Lerner (2000) suggests that moral 

outrage and "moral cleansing" are defensive strategies that serve to reaffirm a person's sense of himself 

as a good person. This notion resembles Freud's (1923/1961) idea of reinforcement of the Super-Ego and 
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Mitscherlich and Mitscherlich's (1967) view of scapegoating as an attempt to idealize oneself in a haughty 

or presumptuous manner. Tetlock et al. (2000) made participants think about a more or less morally 

condemnable situation (e.g., religious fundamentalists were asked to imagine what might have happened 

if Jesus had given in to one of the devil's temptations). As a consequence of merely contemplating on 

these heretical counterfactuals, fundamentalists display moral outrage and engage in moral cleansing 

strategies (e.g., participants' future support for religious causes, Tetlock et al., 2000, Experiment 5). 

Their results show that people react with moral outrage toward transgressions they have a strong moral 

mandate about (cf. Skitka, 2002, Skitka & Mullen, 2002). Moreover, they show that merely thinking about 

committing something immoral can be morally contaminating. Insofar, Tetlock's results can be explained 

by the scapegoat hypothesis. However, the authors did not assess the direct link between guilt and/or 

fear and harshness of punishment imposed on others. The present study is an attempt to bridge this gap. 

 

1.3. Moral decisions in tempting situations 

The methodical framework used in the present investigation focuses on situations in which committing an 

unlawful deed is relatively enticing. We believe that these situations provide a useful paradigm to investi-

gate the explanatory power of the scapegoat-guilt and the scapegoat-conflict hypotheses. Dealing with 

tempting situations implies a moral dilemma and demand a moral decision. The nature and quality of 

such moral decisions have been investigated in considerable detail by philosophers, economists, and psy-

chologists. Recent psychological research focuses on the role and the interplay of moral values, affects, 

intuitions, and deliberate cognitions involved in moral decision-making (e.g., Haidt, 2001). Controlled re-

flections play a major role in moral decision-making as they are needed to generate arguments to ration-

alize, legitimize, or even excuse the punishable act (Backman, 1985; Bandura, 1999; Bandura, Barbara-

nelli, Caprara, & Pastorelli, 1996; Batson & Thompson, 2001; Bersoff, 1999; Tsang, 2002). Intuitions, 

norms, and rational arguments are often not consistent in a moral situation. For example, if stealing an 

attractive object from a store is extremely enticing and the subjective risk of getting caught is low, ra-

tional arguments can get easily into conflict with normative arguments (Guerra, Nucci, & Huesmann, 

1994; Lee & Tedeschi, 1996; Parker, Manstead, & Stradling, 1995). Conflicts among and between moral 

intuitions, normative arguments, and rational considerations are aversive and motivate the person to re-

solve them either during the decision making process or afterwards. In fact, efforts to legitimize, rational-

ize, or justify the decision an individual makes in a morally relevant situation is often aimed at reducing 

conflict and cognitive dissonance, such as a discrepancy between the actual self and the ideal self (Bat-

son, Thompson, Seuferling, Whitney, & Strongman, 1999; Duval & Lalwani, 1999; Steele, 1988). Such 

discrepancy may result in a need to restore one's positive self-image and engage in acts of moral clean-

sing (Tetlock et al., 2000) out of guilt and shame. Other studies have reported conceptual and empirical 

links between guilt, shame, and hostility and anger toward others (Tangney, Wagner, Fletcher, & 

Gramzow, 2001). Yet, no study has ever concentrated on the question whether the strength of a subjec-

tively perceived moral decision conflict itself is related to hostility and harshness of punishment toward 

others. This is what the scapegoat-conflict hypothesis predicts. 

An alternative approach can be derived from work on perspective taking and empathy. Empathy has 

been shown to be a major antecedent to altruistic and prosocial behavior, and maybe even a necessary 

prerequisite for it (e.g., Batson & Ahmad, 2001; Batson et al., 2001; Eisenberg, 2002; Hoffman, 2000). 

Whereas empathy refers to the emotional component for "feeling for others in need" (Batson, 1987), 

perspective taking describes a more cognitive process of putting oneself in the other's position (e.g., 



Wave goodbye the scapegoat  9 

 

Davis, 1994; Stephenson & Wicklund, 1983). In the context of punishment and retribution, empathy for 

an offender reduces the need to punish him and rather enhances the willingness to forgive him (Enright, 

1999; McCullough, 2001; Zechmeister & Romero, 2002). Furthermore, lay persons judge criminals as less 

blameworthy the more they know about the criminal's personal history and the situational circumstances 

under which the act occurred (e.g., Zamble & Kalm, 1990). 

These findings are important in the present context because they suggest the opposite of what follows 

from the scapegoat-conflict hypothesis. Consider again person A, who had to decide whether or not to 

steal an attractive object from a store and ran into a conflict when considering the pros and cons of the 

possible actions. Later, A has to sentence B, who had been caught shoplifting. Person A may not know 

anything about the background of B's criminal act. Yet being aware of and primed by his very own moral 

conflict, A might feel more empathy with B and take B's perspective more easily compared to a judge 

who had no moral conflict in the same situation. Being empathic with B and taking his perspective will 

enable A to imagine situational variables that may justify B's behavior and make it less blameworthy after 

all. 

A second goal of our study was to test the opposite predictions that follow from the scapegoat-conflict 

hypothesis and the primed-empathy hypothesis with regard to the effects of moral conflict on scapegoat-

ing, and, more specifically, harshness of punishment. 

 

1.4. Hypotheses 

Hypothesis 1a (scapegoat-guilt hypothesis): Individuals who decide to commit a punishable act in a 

tempting situation (hereafter called "pros") give harsher punishment to others who have committed the 

same or a similar crime than individuals who decide against committing a punishable act (hereafter called 

"contras"). 

Hypothesis 1b (blame avoidance hypothesis): Individuals who decide against a deviant action in an entic-

ing situation (contras) should give harsher punishment to others who have actually committed this or a 

similar punishable act than the pros. 

Hypothesis 2a (scapegoat-conflict hypothesis): The punishment for comparable criminals should depend 

on the internal conflict associated with a decision whether or not to commit a deviant act in an enticing 

situation. Specifically, punishment imposed on scapegoats should be harsher the stronger the decision 

conflict was. 

Hypothesis 2b (primed empathy hypothesis): A person who has experienced a strong moral decision con-

flict should be more able to imagine justifiable situational or personal variables that may diminish a re-

spective offender's guilt. Therefore, punishment imposed on similar offenders should be correlated nega-

tively with strength of decision conflict. 

 

1.5. Effects of personality variables on punishment 

The theoretical considerations outlined above can be meaningfully supplemented by taking personality 

variables into account. Based on the premise that social behavior is most often best explained by an in-

teraction between situational and personal variables (Schmitt, Eid & Maes, in press), we believe that per-

sonality constructs can not only enrich our theoretical model; it may even be necessary to include them 
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to avoid false generalizations of situational effects. In the present context Authoritarianism and Draconity 

are of special interest because both traits are connected to subjective decisions about the harshness and 

the appropriateness of a penalty. 

The role of Authoritarianism in retributive thoughts, feelings, and actions has been thoroughly discussed 

by Feather (1996, 1999). In his "social-cognitive process model of retribution" Authoritarianism is con-

ceived as an attitude that is strongly connected with values people hold, especially with conformity, tradi-

tion, and security. As a personality variable, Authoritarianism includes three components, the inclination 

to behave submissively to authorities, the inclination to behave aggressively toward outgroup members 

(and all others who are perceived as inferior), and the need to adhere to social conventions (Adorno, 

Frenkel-Brunswik, Levinson, & Sanford, 1950; Altemeyer, 1981; Feather, 1999; Sanford, 1973). The latter 

two aspects (authoritarian aggression, and conventionalism) are especially important in the context of 

the present study. More specifically, we predict that Authoritarianism will affect sentencing in four ways. 

First, we expect a main effect on the harshness of penalty. This effect has been well documented, for 

example in Feather's numerous studies (cf. Feather, 1999). Second, we predict that Authoritarianism will 

be negatively correlated with the strength of the decision conflict. Assuming that high authoritarians ad-

here strongly to social conventions, they should tend to resist a temptation as a matter of principle. 

Third, if pros impose harsher punishment on wrongdoers than contras, as predicted by the scapegoat-

guilt hypothesis, this should be especially true for individuals high in Authoritarianism. Fourth, it appears 

plausible to assume an interaction between Authoritarianism and the strength of the decision conflict on 

the need to punish wrongdoers: Individuals high in conventionalism who perceive themselves strongly 

tempted by an enticing, but deviant, option should be more afraid of a breakthrough of their suppressed 

Id's desires than individuals low in conventionalism. According to the scapegoat-conflict hypothesis, this 

should result in a stronger tendency to punish comparable wrongdoers. 

The construct of Draconity was introduced by Maes (1994) and refers to a general attitude towards hu-

man faults and weaknesses. Individuals differ in their opinion about how human weaknesses and faults 

should be dealt with. Some individuals believe that even slight human weaknesses and faults are danger-

ous and not tolerable and should therefore be eliminated with all efforts. Other individuals hold the view 

that human weaknesses are normal and should be handled with mercy. Maes (1994) identified four com-

ponents of Draconity and labeled them "Irreconcilability", "Duty to account for faults", "Mildness", and 

"Stimulating aspects of human weaknesses". Like Authoritarianism, Irreconcilability and Duty to Account 

are expected to have main effects on harshness of punishment, because the view that human transgres-

sions have to be rigorously pursued corresponds to a tendency to punish people even for slightly immoral 

acts. Mildness and Stimulating Aspects, by contrast, are expected to correlate negatively with harshness 

of punishment. Furthermore, if the scapegoat-conflict hypothesis is correct, Irreconcilability and Duty to 

Account should moderate the relation between decision conflict and harshness of punishment, because 

transgressions are perceived as much more dangerous if the fear of a "breakthrough of the Id" was 

strong. However, if the primed-empathy hypothesis is correct, the relation between decision conflict and 

leniency should be amplified by an individual tendency to display mildness and to recognize the stimulat-

ing aspects of human faults and weaknesses. 

Hypothesis 3: Harshness of punishment for transgressors correlates positively with Draconity and Au-

thoritarianism. 

Hypothesis 4: The correlation between Authoritarianism and harshness of punishment is higher for pros 

than for contras (scapegoat-guilt hypothesis). 
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Hypothesis 5: If the correlation between decision conflict and punishment variables is positive (scape-

goat-conflict hypothesis), its magnitude will increase with increasing Authoritarianism, Irreconcilability, 

and Duty to Account. 

Hypothesis 6: If the correlation between decision conflict and punishment variables is negative (primed-

empathy hypothesis), its magnitude will increase with increasing Mildness and Stimulating Aspects. 

 

2. Method 

Two parallel versions A and B of a booklet containing the scenarios and the scales for measuring the de-

pendent variables and the personality traits were designed. The booklets consisted of three parts: In part 
one, three scenarios were presented telling the story of a person in an every-day situation. Participants 

were asked to put themselves in the position of the protagonist. The only difference between the two 

versions of the booklets was which combination of scenarios was presented in part one. The scenarios in 

version A of the booklet were about (A1) stealing a shirt from a store, (A2) free-riding the subway, and 

(A3) deceiving an insurance by untruly reporting a stolen bicycle. The scenarios in version B were about 

(B1) employing a moonlighter for renovating one's house, (B2) purchasing a stolen TV set, and (B3) de-

ceiving one's school teacher with a cribbed homework. In every situation, there was something enticing 

about committing the respective deed. Nevertheless, it was undoubtedly deviant or unlawful. Participants 

were asked to indicate whether or not they would commit the forbidden deed. 

Immediately afterwards, participants were asked to indicate how difficult it had been for them to make a 

decision. Three items were devised for measuring decision conflict: "There's good reason to do it", "A lot 
can be said against doing it", and "It is hard for me to make a decision". Participants could indicate their 

agreement with these statements on a six-point rating scale ranging from 0 ("not at all") to 5 ("abso-

lutely"). Finally, participants were asked if they had ever actually committed this or a similar punishable 

act in reality. 

Part two consisted of the two personality scales described above. As a measure of Authoritarianism, the 

German 9-item scale constructed by Petzel, Wagner, Nicolai, and van Dick (1997) was chosen. As a 

measure of Draconity, a 20-item scale constructed by Maes, Schmitt, and Schmal (1995) was used. Par-

ticipants were asked to indicate their amount of agreement with each of the items on a six-point rating 

scale ranging from 0 ("not at all") to 5 ("absolutely"). 

Part three of the questionnaire consisted of six criminal cases in which somebody had actually committed 

punishable acts similar to the ones described in part one. Participants could impose a punishment in 

monetary fine units. These units were anchored with six response categories. Depending on typical fines 

intended by German law, these categories ranged either from 5 to 30 units, or from 10 to 60 units. In the 

"homework" scenario, participants had to indicate how many hours the student who committed the fraud 

should be given detention. All punishment scales consisted of six response categories, which made it pos-

sible to compare the amount of punishment imposed by the participants between all six cases. Since it is 

doubtful whether merely one harshness of punishment item is of sufficient reliability (cf. Robinson & Dar-

ley, 1995), three additional items were constructed in order to assess participants' judgment of the grav-

ity of the criminal act: "I feel threatened by this person", "In my opinion, this deed is of great harm to 
society", "I consider this deed as morally reprehensible". Participants were asked to rate their agreement 

with each of these items on a six-point scale ranging from 0 ("not at all") to 5 ("absolutely"). Item scores 

on these three items as well as the punishment item were aggregated in order to gain a reliable measure 
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of participants' judgment of the criminal act presented in part three. Alphas ranged between .67 and .80 

among the six criminal cases. 

 

2.1. Sample 

One half of the questionnaires were randomly distributed among students and faculty members. Students 

were asked to distribute more questionnaires among their friends and relatives. The other half of the 

questionnaire booklets was distributed in schools and homes for the elderly. This strategy was used to 

obtain a demographically heterogeneous sample. Of the 400 questionnaires that had been distributed, 

305 were returned via mail. After sorting out participants whose native language was not German or who 

had too many missing values, a final sample of N = 291 cases remained that could be used for data 

analysis. The sample was indeed demographically heterogeneous and consisted of individuals from dif-

ferent professions. About thirty percent of the participants were students from public schools; another 

twenty-four percent were university students. One hundred and twenty-one participants were male; one 

hundred and seventy were female. The age distribution ranged from 17 to 88; mean age was 32.5 years 

(SD = 16.8 years). 

 

2.2. Conflict index 

A conflict index was derived from the three decision difficulty items. For each vignette, the absolute dif-

ference between a participant's score on the item "There's good reason to do it" and his score on the 

item "A lot can be said against doing it" was computed. This difference indicates whether participants 

generated as many reasons for violating the norm as for adhering to it. A large difference indicates that 

the decision was easy; a small difference indicates a decision conflict. Although the difference score does 

not contain information on how many reasons for (or against) an option were generated, it seems plausi-

ble to assume that participants who cannot think of any argument either for or against doing something 

unlawful should experience as much conflict as participants who can think of many reasons for and 

against doing it. 

In line with this reasoning, a significant and substantial negative correlation between the discrepancy in-

dex and the item "It is hard for me to make a decision" was obtained in each scenario (−.58 < r < −.48). 

Consequently, the discrepancy variable was inverted and averaged with the conflict item in order to ob-

tain a more reliable measure of decision conflict. Separate conflict scores were computed for each sce-

nario. 
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3. Results 

3.1. Reliability of personality scales 

Table 1: Personality variables. Number of items, descriptive statistics of scale score, range of item-
total correlations and internal consistencies 

Scale n of 
items M SD Range of item-total 

correlations 
Cronbach's 

Alpha 
Authoritarianism 9 1.35 1.00 .35 − .69 .83 

Irreconcilability 7 1.58 0.92 .37 − .64 .78 

Stimulating Aspects 5 1.79 0.98 .25 − .59 .69 

Duty to Account 3 2.90 1.14 .41 − .64 .71 

Mildness 5 1.02 0.70 .24 − .51 .57 
Note: 288 < N < 291; scale scores can range between 0 and 5 on each scale. 

 

Authoritarianism. The nine items all correlated highly positive with each other. Item-total correlations 

ranged between r = .35 and r = .69. For the aggregated scale, Cronbach's Alpha was .83 (see Table 1). 

Draconity. Exploratory principal axis analyses with Varimax rotation confirmed the four-factor structure of 

the Draconity scale (Maes et al., 1995). The four factors mapped the items mostly according to their re-

spective facet of the Draconity construct. The marker item for the Irreconcilability factor went "Human 
faults ought to be pursued mercilessly". The marker item for the Stimulating Aspects factor went "Human 
faults and weaknesses make life just interesting". The marker item for the Duty to Account factor went 

"One can demand that people always hold account for what they do". The marker item for Mildness went 

"It is merely human to make mistakes". Except for the Mildness scale, all subscales yield satisfactory in-

ternal consistencies. The descriptive statistics of the scales as well as the item-total correlations and the 

internal consistencies are displayed in Table 1. The means, standard deviations, and correlations between 

the conflict scores and the personality traits are reported in the upper half of Table 2. The correlations 

between conflict scores and the personality traits were low on average and varied in direction across sce-

narios. 

 
Table 2: Conflict indices and punishment indices, given for each scenario, respectively. Mean values, 

standard deviations, and correlations with personality variables 

Vignette Label: Shoplifting Free-riding Insurance 
Fraud Moonlighter Stolen 

Goods 
Homework 

Fraud 
Conflict index: M (SD) 1.50 (1.50) 3.60 (1.51) 3.28 (1.53) 3.01 (1.42) 2.96 (1.54) 3.56 (1.55) 

 Authoritarianism .05 −.16 −.10 .07 −.02 .07 

 Irreconcilability .15 −.12 .02 .06 .12 .00 

 Duty to Account −.04 −.01 −.10 .25* .04 −.11 

 Stimul. Aspects −.10 −.00 .02 .12 −.09 −.03 

 Mildness .13 −.08 .12 .12 .10 .17 

Punishment: M (SD) 1.40 (1.01) 0.78 (0.89) 1.67 (1.18) 1.30 (0.99) 1.60 (1.15) 1.01 (0.92) 

 Authoritarianism .37* .32* .21* .13* .21* .18* 

 Irreconcilability .41* .33* .23* .27* .27* .25* 

 Duty to Account .26* .26* .21* .17* .25* .20* 

 Stimul. Aspects .07 .08 .05 −.05 .11 .06 

 Mildness .04 .11 −.01 .02 −.01 .07 
Note: Upper half: 116 < N < 138; Lower half: N = 291; * p < .05 (two-tailed); Values for conflict indices and pun-
ishment indices can range between 0 and 5. 
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3.2. Main effects of decision and conflict on harshness of punishment 

In a first set of analyses, main effects of decision pro or contra a punishable act (part 1 of the question-

naire) on harshness of punishment (part 3 of the questionnaire) were tested for each scenario, sepa-

rately. In Table 3 these mean values are displayed for participants who made a pro decision, those who 

made a contra decision (second line), and finally those who had not had this scenario in their version of 

the questionnaire (third line). These latter cases serve as control values. The absolute frequency of pros, 

contras, and controls are given in brackets behind the respective mean values. Univariate Analyses of 

Variance were conducted for each scenario, separately. F- and p-values are also given in Table 3. 

 

Table 3: Mean values on punishment index by decision, given for the six scenarios, separately 

Vignette Label: Shoplifting Free-riding Insurance 
Fraud Moonlighter Stolen Goods Homework 

Fraud 
 Pros  0.98 (13)  0.59a (98)  1.04a (33)  1.11a (130)  0.94a (35)  0.86 (67) 

 Contras  1.46 (135)  1.22b (48)  1.87b (114)  1.85ab (13)  1.88b (108)  1.10 (75) 

 Control  1.37 (142)  0.77a (144)  1.67b (143)  1.42b (147)  1.54b (147)  1.04 (148) 
F (2,287) =  2.98  8.51  6.60  5.42  9.77  1.37 
p =  .23  < .01  < .01  < .01  < .01  .26 
Note: N of cases in each condition are given in brackets behind mean values. Different subscripts (a and b) indicate 
significant difference, assessed via post-hoc tests. 

 

Hypothesis 1a (scapegoat-guilt) states that the contras will impose more lenient punishment on criminals 

than pros, while hypothesis 1b (blame-avoidance) suggests exactly the opposite. The results depicted in 

Table 3 are more in line with the latter hypothesis: The punishment index was consistently higher for the 

contras than for the pros in each scenario. In four out of six cases, differences of mean values were sig-

nificant between the three conditions. Interestingly, punishment was even higher for contra decisions 

than in the respective control condition, although this difference was only significant in the free-riding 

case. Differences between pro-decisions and controls were significant in three cases (insurance fraud, 

moonlighter, stolen goods). In sum, our results corroborate the blame-avoidance hypothesis: Individuals 

who decided that they would commit the respective punishable act were more lenient with wrongdoers 

than were participants who had resisted the temptation. 

Hypothesis 2a (scapegoat-conflict) predicts that the pros use harsh punishment toward comparable 

wrongdoers as a means of resolving their internal conflict, while hypothesis 2b (primed-empathy) as-

sumes that the experience of moral decision conflict will enhance empathy a comparable wrongdoer and 

therefore generate a mild attitude toward him. Hypotheses 2a and 2b were tested by computing correla-

tions between conflict scores and punishment scores for each scenario, separately. These correlations are 

as follows: shoplifting r = −.11 (p = .24), free-riding r = −.03 (p = .71), insurance fraud r = −.20 (p = 

.02), moonlighter r = .21 (p = .02), stolen goods r = −.12 (p = .17), homework fraud r = .17 (p = .06). 

Whereas for insurance fraud, the negative correlation is consistent with the primed-empathy hypothesis, 

the positive and significant correlation in the moonlighter case support the scapegoat-conflict hypothesis. 

We will return to this finding in the discussion section. 

 

3.3. Main and moderator effects of personality variables 

Hypothesis 3 was tested by computing correlations between the punishment indices and the five person-

ality variables. These correlations are displayed in the lower half of Table 2. As expected, punishment 
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correlated positively with Authoritarianism, Irreconcilability, and Duty to Account, but not with Stimulating 

Aspects and Mildness. Thus, hypothesis 3 is confirmed. 

Hypothesis 4 predicts that the correlation between Authoritarianism and punishment is higher among 

pros than among contras. Correlations between Authoritarianism and punishment were computed for 

pros and contras within each scenario, separately. In contrast to the scapegoat-guilt hypothesis, these 

correlations were positive and considerably higher for contras (average r = .27) than for pros (average r 
= .15). None of the correlations for pros was significant on a 5%-level, whereas for contras, four out of 

six correlations were significant. 

Hypothesis 5 predicts that the correlation between harshness of punishment and decision conflict be-

comes larger as with increasing Authoritarianism, Irreconcilability, and Duty to Account. We tested this 

hypothesis via moderated regression analysis (Aiken & West, 1991) for each scenario and each personal-

ity scale separately. 

In sum, the regression analyses confirmed the main effects for decision conflict, Authoritarianism, 

Irreconcilability, and Duty to Account, which had been described earlier, but none of the interaction 

terms was significant in any of the regression analyses. When Authoritarianism was used as a moderator, 

the beta weight of the interaction term was always negative, ranging from −.13 (insurance fraud) to −.01 

(homework fraud). When Irreconcilability was used as a moderator, beta weights of interaction terms 

varied between −.11 (moonlighter) and +.08 (stolen goods), indicating weak and inconsistent effects. 

The same was true for Duty to Account, where the beta weights of the interaction term varied between 

−.15 (moonlighter) and +.15 (shoplifting). None of these interaction effects was significant on a 5%-

level. 

Hypothesis 5 refers to cases in which the correlation between decision conflict and punishment was posi-

tive. This was only the case for moonlighter and homework fraud. However, moderating effects of the 

personality variables were low, insignificant, and mostly negative (−.15 < beta < .06). This result contra-

dicts the differential version of the scapegoat-conflict hypothesis, which expected positive moderator ef-

fects of Authoritarianism, Irreconcilability, and Duty to Account on the relation between decision conflict 

and punishment. 

Hypothesis 6 predicts that negative correlations between decision conflict and punishment (primed-

empathy hypothesis) will be amplified by Stimulating Aspects and Mildness. Regression analyses again 

confirmed the main effects of decision conflict on punishment. Interaction effects were significant in only 

one case (insurance fraud scenario, Stimulating Aspects as moderator). However, ten out of twelve beta 

weights were, consistent with the primed-empathy hypothesis, positive in sign. The meaning of these 

moderator effects will be illustrated with the results for the insurance fraud scenario and Mildness as the 

moderating variable. Figure 1 displays the conditional expected values of punishment given low and high 

conflict and mildness scores. Standard scores of z = −1 versus z = 1 on the  Mildness and decision con-

flict variables were entered into the regression equation for obtaining expected values of punishment. 

Figure 1 shows that individuals high in Mildness impose a medium level of punishment, irrespective of 

whether their subjectively perceived decision conflict was low (−0.01) or high (−0.15). By contrast, indi-

viduals low in Mildness were relatively harsh with insurance cheats when their own decision conflict was 

low (+0.49), but mild when their own decision conflict was high (−0.34). The interaction depicted was 

marginally significant (beta = .17; t = 1.90; p = .06). Beyond the main effects, it accounted for another 

3% of the variance (overall explained variance: R² = .07). 
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Figure 1: Interaction of decision conflict and mildness on punishment (insurance fraud; N = 137). 

 
 
4. Discussion 

The present study tested two specifications of the psychoanalytic "scapegoat hypothesis". The first of 

these specification, the scapegoat-guilt hypothesis, predicts that individuals who violate a social norm 

tend to impose harsher punishment on comparable wrongdoers than do individuals who obey norms. The 

second specification, the scapegoat-conflict hypothesis, predicts that the strength of the conflict a person 

experiences in a moral situation is correlated with the harshness of punishment imposed on accessible 

scapegoats. Alternative predictions to both scapegoat hypotheses were also considered: The scapegoat-

guilt hypothesis is challenged by the blame-avoidance hypothesis according to which individuals have an 

interest to avoid blaming others who acted wrongfully in the same way as themselves. The scapegoat-

conflict hypothesis is at odds with the "primed-empathy" hypothesis according to which individuals who 

have experienced a severe moral decision conflict can more easily generate blame-reducing arguments 

when judging over other wrongdoers. 

 

4.1. Guilt and blame-avoidance, conflict and empathy 

A comparison of contras and pros showed that − contrary to what the scapegoat-guilt hypothesis predicts 

− the former impose harsher punishment on comparable wrongdoers than the latter. This effect was con-

sistent across all six criminal cases. The mean values depicted in Table 3 even provide a relatively strong 

corroboration for the blame-avoidance hypothesis, because in three out of six cases, pros even impose 

more lenient punishment than controls. Taken the mean values of punishment for controls as a baseline, 

our results suggest that it is not an amplification of punishment on the side of the contras that causes 

this effect, but rather the mildness bias of the pros. 

As an alternative explanation for this finding one could argue that pros simply do not consider the deed 

as morally blameworthy as the contras. If this were the case, our results were merely due to an artificial 

effect of blameworthiness of a respective norm: People who do not think that stealing is a bad thing to 

do would naturally do it in an enticing situation and should consequently be more lenient with other 

thieves. However, this explanation implies that pros should not have contemplated a lot about their deed, 

or at least, there should be no significant difference in contemplating between pros and contras. A com-



Wave goodbye the scapegoat  17 

 

parison of conflict indices between pros and contras, however, suggests that this is not true: In three out 

of six situations, pros had significantly higher conflict scores than contras (shoplifting, F(1,126) = 15.4; p 

< .01; insurance fraud, F(1,136) = 16.01; p < .01; stolen goods, F(1,120) = 5.55; p = .02). In contrast, 

the only scenario in which contras displayed higher decision conflict than pros was moonlighter (F(1,114) 

= 8.24; p < .01). If it were true that pros and contras simply differ in considerations of blameworthiness, 

they should have displayed an equal and generally low mean value of conflict index in a respective situa-

tion. That this is not the case can be regarded as an argument against this alternative explanation and a 

further corroboration of the mildness (blame-avoidance) hypothesis as contrast to the scapegoat-guilt 

hypothesis. 

Regarding the scapegoat-conflict hypothesis, results were not that clear. Rather, the relation between 

decision conflict and punishment seems to depend on specific attributes of the moral situation. In the 

moonlighter and the homework fraud scenario, the correlation between decision conflict and punishment 

was positive, whereas in the other four scenarios, the correlation was negative. Again, a possible post-

hoc explanation can be obtained from comparing the conflict scores for pros and contras across all six 

scenarios, because, as has been mentioned earlier, the mean conflict score was higher for contras than 

for pros in the moonlighter and homework scenarios. In other words: Participants contemplated more 

about not employing the moonlighter and not cheating their school teacher than participants who decided 

to commit these punishable acts. What might have been the cause for this pondering? Possibly, contras 

engaged in equity considerations, which not only added to the complexity of the decision (and, thus, the 

strength of the decision conflict) but also resulted in a harsh punishment. If a person A decides against 

the tempting option of employing a moonlighter he might conceive his restraint as some sort of input 

contributing to the common good. If A is then to judge another person B who employed a moonlighter, A 

might be prone to impose harsher punishment on B simply because A wants to satisfy the equity rule 

(e.g., Walster, Walster, & Berscheid, 1978). Technically spoken: A's input is higher (restraining himself in 

an enticing situation) than B's, therefore, B's output has to be diminished by punishing him. Clearly, this 

post-hoc explanation cannot be tested with our data. However, it appears to be no less plausible than the 

scapegoat explanation. 

 

4.2. Authoritarianism, Draconity, temptation, and punishment 

An important goal of our research was to explore the main and moderating effects of Authoritarianism 

and Draconity, two personality traits that can be linked theoretically to punishment. More specifically, we 

assumed that Authoritarianism and two components of Draconity, i.e., Irreconcilability and Duty to Ac-

count, correlate positively with harshness of punishment. Our data are consistent with this prediction. 

Additionally, we predicted that authoritarians who violated a norm would be particularly harsh toward 

accessible scapegoats, because (a) authoritarian observers should − according to the scapegoat hypothe-

sis − view transgressors as highly blameworthy, and (b) authoritarians tend to behave aggressively to-

wards the weak. Our data do not support this assumption: The relation between Authoritarianism and 

harshness of punishment is neither amplified by decision conflict (hypothesis 5) nor was it higher for pro-

decisions (hypothesis 4). Rather, the opposite is true, since it was higher contra-decisions. This finding 

will be discussed in the following. 

One possible post-hoc interpretation of this unexpected result could be that Authoritarianism and the ac-

tual decision made in an enticing situation are confounded. This is a reasonable consideration because 

Authoritarianism implies conventionalism, which means, refraining from committing something unlawful 
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because it is unlawful (Adorno et al., 1950). Therefore, one might expect that individuals high in Authori-

tarianism make more contra decisions than individuals low in Authoritarianism. Contrary to this specula-

tion, however, participants' decisions in each of the six scenarios were only weakly correlated with Au-

thoritarianism (−.05 < r < .12; average r = .04). Exemplarily, in Figure 2 Authoritarianism is plotted sepa-

rately for pros and contras against punishment for the stolen goods case. In this case, the correlation 

amounts to .10 for pros and to .18 for contras. However, the prediction that contras are more likely lo-

cated in the upper half of the Authoritarianism scale is clearly wrong. 
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Figure 2: Scatterplot of punishment by Authoritarianism, stolen goods case (contras are indicated by 

asterisks, pros are indicated by bolds squares). 

 

Given that Authoritarianism and the actual decision in a tempting situation are not confounded, it remains 

puzzling why the correlation between Authoritarianism and punishment is consistently higher for contras 

than for pros. One alternative explanation could be derived from the primed-empathy hypothesis: A pro 

decision may have triggered perspective-taking with the likely consequence that the rigorousness aspect 

of Authoritarianism was buffered and counteracted by understanding and empathy for the wrongdoer. 

Hypothesis 5 predicted that participants high in Authoritarianism, Irreconcilability, and Duty to Account 

are especially harsh if they experienced a strong decision conflict. Our data suggest that these effects 

were not strong and only significant in one case. Moreover, on a descriptive level, they reveal that high 

scores on Authoritarianism, Irreconcilability, and Duty to Account seem to diminish rather than amplify 

the effect of decision conflict on punishment. At the same time, Mildness and Stimulating Aspects had 

positive moderator effects. Taken together, these effects run counter to what the scapegoat hypothesis 

predicts. 

 

4.3. Limitations and possible expansions of the present study 

The present study used vignettes and fictive criminal cases as stimulus material. This was done in order 

to create a situation that can easily be imagined by participants. However, methodical limitations are 

bound to such an approach because participants' actual involvement in the fictive situations cannot be 

controlled. Therefore, one can doubt the validity of participants' responses to questions like "Would you 

do it or not". It is doubtful, however, if truly experimental designs can, in turn, better account for such 
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demand characteristics. An experimental setting could have provided a better opportunity to control for 

mediating effects of guilt and shame. An assessment of guilt and shame might have been informative 

even in the present study. However, we decided against measuring guilt and shame because we consid-

ered it more important not to draw too much attention to these emotions before assessing spontaneous 

judgments of punishment. Despite the difficulties concerning vignette studies, which of course also apply 

in the present case, this approach has some important advantages over a possible experimental design: 

First of all, we believe that the particular aesthetics of a tempting situation can be better captured by a 

lively description than by constructing an equally enticing situation in a controlled, quasi-real laboratory 

paradigm. Second, as our results suggest, it is important to use not only one standard situation, but sev-

eral typically tempting situations, since each of them carries particular features that cannot easily be con-

trolled for in the laboratory. Finally, as Tetlock et al. (2000) remarkably showed and argued, inducing 

moral contamination (and possibly even guilt and shame) can be elicited by merely making participants 

contemplate about an unlawful or immoral action. 

Regarding the generalization of our rejection of the scapegoat hypothesis, one might argue that there 

were situational constraints in the present study that simply did not allow for a possible scapegoating 

effect to occur. One of these constraints could be that participants clearly recognized the relation be-

tween making a moral decision in an enticing situation (i.e., being a victim of immorality) and making a 

punitive judgment in a similar case (i.e., being a judge over immorality) in the questionnaire. Possibly, a 

scapegoat effect could emerge as soon as this relation is not easily detected anymore. Future research 

should address this interesting question in greater detail. For the present study, however, the proximity 

between the moral dilemma and the punitive judgment was crucial, because exploring the effects of 

priming deliberate thoughts about making a moral decision and their relation to immediate judgments of 

punishment was the primary objective. 

 

4.4. Conclusion 

Our findings contradict two specifications of the psychoanalytic scapegoat hypothesis. Personality traits 

that can be linked theoretically to punishment seem to play a weak moderating role, but instead of refin-

ing the scapegoat hypothesis, these moderators are also at odds with the scapegoat hypothesis. Given 

that the scapegoat hypothesis is still being taught in modern textbooks of criminology and criminal law 

(e.g., Göppinger, 1997; Kaiser, 1996; Schwind, 2002) but has rarely been submitted to rigorous empirical 

test, the results of our study are challenging at least. At the same time, our results suggest that notions 

of justice ("It would be unfair to restrain myself while others don't"), blame-avoidance ("I should not 

punish somebody for something I would have done myself"), empathy and perspective-taking ("Certainly, 

it was not easy for him doing this") play important roles in moral judgments on wrongdoing. Last but not 

least, our findings contribute to the literature on the relation between punishment and Authoritarianism, 

suggesting that the often reported main effect of this trait collapses when Authoritarians more carefully 

and deliberately weigh the pros and cons of an enticing, but deviant behavioral option. 
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