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C A U S A T I O N , N O R M V I O L A T I O N , A N D C U L P A B L E C O N T R O L * 

H u m a n brains do spectacular things. They solve complex log i 
cal puzzles, compose symphonic masterpieces, conceive tech
nologica l marvels, and create e n d u r i n g artworks, f o r starters. 

B u t before they can embark o n these prodigies, h u m a n brains must 
achieve something that they share i n c o m m o n wi th all brains—they must 
evaluate and differentiate which creatures, objects, and conditions wi l l 
facilitate their prospects and well-being, and which wi l l do them harm. 
Evaluation is the most fundamen ta l componen t o f h u m a n judgment^ 
and one o f the most impor tan t cognitive capacities f o r survival. 

V i r t u a l l y a l l m e a n i n g f u l h u m a n actions are au tomat ica l ly evalu
ated.^ These evaluative reactions i n t rude o n the j udgmen t s and at t r i 
but ions that people make about the i r own and others' behavior. So, 
w h e n p e o p l e m a k e f o c a l j u d g m e n t s a b o u t the c o m p o n e n t s o f a 
h u m a n act, such as whether i t caused a par t icular outcome, whe ther 
the o u t c o m e was foreseen o r foreseeable, w h e t h e r the ac t ion was 
i n t e n t i o n a l o r invo lun ta ry , a n d w h e t h e r incapacit ies o r s i tua t iona l 
constraints excuse o r mit igate i t , they are i n f l u e n c e d by the i r pe r iph 
eral evaluative reactions to the actor, the actor's behavior, a n d the 
outcomes that e n s u e . A s a result, w h e n people are asked to iden t i fy , 
f o r example , the p r i m a r y cause o f an event, they accord p r iv i l eged 
status to actions that arouse positive or negative evaluations. I n this 
way, causal a t t r ibut ions re f lec t a desire to praise o r denigrate those 
whose actions we applaud or deride. 

A t least, tha t is o u r story. T h e r e are two p r o m i n e n t al ternatives 
to this assumpt ion about the p r imacy o f evaluat ion, the first f a i r l y 
implaus ib le i n l i g h t o f the ex tan t data, the second m u c h i n favor . 

*We would like to thank Josh Knobe, Chandra Sripada, and Liane Young for their 
helpful comments on an earlier draft of this paper. We would also like to thank David 
Danks for his very helpful discussions. 
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T h e less c red ib le view conflates h o w ac t ion componen t s should be 
evaluated ( i n accordance wi th the criteria o f Anglo-American ju r i sp ru 
dence and rat ional prescriptions f o r justice and fairness) w i th how peo
ple actually evaluate others. These prescriptive models stipulate that 
b lame and responsibi l i ty r equ i re causation, i n t e n t i o n , fo res igh t o r 
foreseeability, and the absence o f mi t iga t ing or extenuat ing c i rcum
stances.^ T h e pr imary value o f such models is to translate fundamenta l 
legal and phi losophical tenets in to normative models o f blame. Such 
models do a reasonable j o b o f predic t ing blame or responsibility ascrip
tions under ideal conditions.^ They falter, however, once the f u n k and 
muck o f real l i fe events are transported to the j u d g m e n t task, pr imar i ly 
because, i n our view, they fa i l to account f o r the con t r ibu t ion o f evalua
tive reactions to the j u d g m e n t process.^ 

T h e second al ternat ive pertains specif ical ly to causal j u d g m e n t s 
rather than to blame and responsibility per se. A c c o r d i n g to this view, 
o f the various causal influences that compete f o r recogni t ion, observers 
w i l l elevate the most unusual or abnormal cond i t ion to pr imary causal 
status. This view barkens back to H a r t and Honore 's classic treatment 
o f causation i n the law,^ was resurrected and f u r t h e r developed i n 
Kahneman and Miller 's n o r m theory,^ and is the basis o f m u c h current 
t h i n k i n g and research o n counterfactual reasoning.^ Because an event 
can have numerous abnormal causes, f u r t h e r ref inements are needed, 
and have been supplied. One view is that people grant privileged status 
to causal condit ions that, i f altered, w o u l d prevent a h a r m f u l or unfor 
tunate o u t c o m e . T h e second, related view is that people favor causes 
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that i d e n t i f y an i n t e rven t ion that w o u l d alter the event's ou tcome . 
Because people are more l ikely to imagine interventions that change 
negative events i n to positive ones than the reverse, this view is similar 
to the f i r s t i n that i t entails c i t i n g the cause that, i f changed, w o u l d 
negate the h a r m f u l outcome. 

B o t h o f these views, there fore , assume that causal ascriptions are 
based o n a species o f counter fac tua l reasoning. This reasoning h igh 
lights interventions that w o u l d u n d o the outcome that occurred , espe
cially w h e n the outcome is h a r m f u l or undesirable. I n most cases, the 
p repo ten t cause w i l l be the one whose negat ion improves the present 
state o f affairs . H i t c h c o c k a n d K n o b e have expl ic i t ly endorsed this 
in te rven t ion approach as an alternative to what we call the evaluation 
(and they call the blame) perspective}^ O n the i r view, the causal candi
date that deviates most f r o m the n o r m a l state o f affairs w i l l be iden t i 
f i e d as the p r imary cause because i t provides the most suitable target 
f o r in te rven t ion . We refer to the i r approach and its cognates as the 
norm-violation view. 

Before r e p o r t i n g the results o f the studies tha t we c o n d u c t e d to 
d is t inguish between o u r evaluat ion perspective a n d H i t c h c o c k a n d 
Knobe's norm-v io la t ion view, we want to c la r i fy the basis o f ou r dis
agreement w i t h Hi tchcock and Knobe's posi t ion to avoid exaggerating 
the differences i n our views and to elaborate the specific assumptions 
that under l ie ou r posi t ion. 

I . C L A R I F Y I N G T H E B A S I S O F T H E D E B A T E 

H i t c h c o c k a n d Knobe's analysis o f how laypeople ascribe causation 
emphasizes the impor tance o f i d e n t i f y i n g abnorma l condi t ions that, 
i f al tered, w o u l d restore an event to its m o r e n o r m a l state. Discern ing 
such i n t e r v e n t i o n points h igh l igh t s ways to improve one's o w n a n d 
others ' prospects. H i t chcock and Knobe iden t i fy three types o f n o r m 
viola t ions tha t serve this purpose . First, a b n o r m a l i t y i n a statistical 
sense can be i n f o r m a t i v e . C h a n g i n g the behav io r o f p e o p l e w h o 
d o unusua l th ings ef fec t ively restores an event to its n o r m a l state, 
a n d this capacity to p e r f o r m statistically abno rma l actions enhances 
their perceived causal potency. Second, Hi tchcock and Knobe clearly 
recognize tha t m o r a l o r e th ica l transgressions p r o v i d e a basis f o r 
h e i g h t e n e d causal ascriptions. Final ly, n o r m violat ions also i nc lude 
deviations f r o m p r o p e r f u n c t i o n i n g . A m a l f u n c t i o n i n g mach ine , f o r 
example, w o u l d h inder a company's operations. Hi tchcock and Knobe 

" R. G. Collingwood, An Essay on Metaphysics (Oxford, UK: Clarendon, 1940). 
Christopher Hitchcock and Joshua Knobe, "Cause and Norm," this J O U R N A L , C V I , 

11 (November 2009): 587-612. 
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assume that the distinctions among these types o f n o r m violations are 
relatively u n i m p o r t a n t and that wha t u l t imate ly matters is whe the r 
al tering a part icular causal candidate ( fo r example, f i x i n g the machine) 
restores an event to its n o r m a l state and makes a bad situation better. 

Because Hi t chcock and Knobe clearly recognize that m o r a l or evalu
ative j u d g m e n t s matter, o u r m a i n p o i n t o f con ten t ion concerns why 
they matter. We agree w i t h H i t chcock and Knobe that n o r m violations 
are almost certainly the p r imary determinants o f causal citations f o r 
events that do n o t involve h u m a n agents. Similar ly , we concur that 
n o r m v io la t ions r u l e the causal roost f o r b e n i g n events tha t lack 
nefar ious motives, undesirable o r reckless actions, o r h a r m f u l out
comes. We grant, therefore , that n o r m violations suffice to expla in 
he ightened causal efficacy f o r some types o f events. 

Bu t the areas i n w h i c h we disagree w i t h Knobe and Hi t chcock are 
signif icant i n that they involve the events to w h i c h most o f their exam
ples apply, namely, those involv ing undesirable or h a r m f u l behavior. 
T h e c rux o f the disagreement concerns the f u n d a m e n t a l mot iva t ion 
that drives the ord inary person's construal o f social events. I d e n t i f y i n g 
ways to improve things that go w r o n g has obvious ins t rumenta l value 
a n d may consciously gu ide m u c h o f people 's behav iora l analyses. 
Nevertheless, p r i m i t i v e motives f o r revenge and r e t r i b u t i o n we igh 
heavily i n h u m a n affairs and can impede ra t ional decision strategies. 
We assume that blame represents a symbolic f o r m o f re t r ibut ion . Blame 
expresses disapprobat ion f o r the actor's motives or actions and, to 
bo r row Joel Feinberg's terminology, "stains" the actor's character.^^ 
Because peop le genera l ly p r e f e r to view themselves as f a i r a n d 
rat ional , they must support these blame at tr ibutions w i t h evidence. 
Exaggerating an actor's causal role i n an event is one way this can be 
achieved. We elaborate this assumption below i n the context o f out
l i n i n g the culpable-control model of blame. 

I I . T H E C U L P A B L E - C O N T R O L M O D E L 

T h e c u l p a b l e - c o n t r o l m o d e l assumes tha t peop le genera l ly t ry to 
fo l l ow cu l tu ra l prescriptions f o r ascribing blame. I n short, they seek 
to ascertain whether a person negligently or in tent ional ly caused, or 
cou ld have caused, h a r m to another's person o r property, and i f so, 
whether si tuational pressures ( f o r example, coerc ion or provocat ion) 
o r personal incapacities ( f o r example , ignorance o r men ta l illness) 
were s u f f i c i e n t to excuse o r mi t iga te b lame. These considerat ions 
comprise three linkages (see Figure 1) that represent d is t inct ways 

'^Joel Feinberg, Doing and Deserving: Essays in the Theory of Responsibility (Princeton: 
University Press, 1970). 
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o f exe r t ing con t ro l d u r i n g an act ion sequence: a l i n k f r o m m i n d to 
behavior ( d i d the behavior occur o n purpose?), f r o m behavior to con
sequence (how strong was the causal connec t ion between the actor's 
behavior and the outcomes that occurred?), and f r o m m i n d to con
sequence ( d i d the consequences come about as foreseen)? 

Mind to Behavior Link 
|V| mmmmmrn | | ^ ß 

BEHAVIOR CONTROL 

Behavior to Consequence Link 
ß ' mmmmmmmmmmmmmm^ ^ 

CAUSAL CONTROL 

Mind to Consequence Link 

|V| 'III lf.«.lH.II ..Ill •• — — Q 

OUTCOME CONTROL 

Figure 1: Structural Linkages among Mental, Behavioral, and Consequence 
Elements 

I n add i t ion to assessing actual cont ro l , observers also estimate poten
t ia l c o n t r o l , w h i c h involves j u d g i n g whe the r the consequences that 
o c c u r r e d should have been foreseen. Potent ia l c o n t r o l is i m p o r t a n t 
i n assessing negl igent behavior i n w h i c h h a r m f u l consequences are 
effected unintent ional ly bu t irresponsibly. Taken together, these l ink
ages comprise assessments o f behavior control (acting purposively), causal 
control (causing one o r more h a r m f u l outcomes), and outcome control 
(causing the outcome i n the desired and foreseen manner) , and rep
resent the degree o f actual o r potent ia l con t ro l an individual exerted 
(or cou ld have exerted) over an event. 

A t the same t ime that people consciously assess these aspects o f con
t r o l , they also spontaneously evaluate the actor, his o r her actions, a n d 
the outcomes that occurred . We assume that spontaneous evaluations 
occur i n response to the central elements o f con t ro l (behavior, causal, 
a n d ou tcome) , as wel l as to pe r iphe ra l features o f the event such as 
the actor's o r vict im's race or character, o r the degree o f h a r m that 
occu r r ed . For example , an observer m i g h t react unfavorab ly to the 
knowledge that an actor spent a l o n g t ime p l a n n i n g a despicable act 
(behavior con t ro l ) o r to the fact that the act was c o m m i t t e d by some
one w h o belongs to a dis l iked e thnic o r racial g roup . Some evaluations 
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are vir tual ly endemic to con t ro l estimations, especially w h e n assessing 
potent ia l con t ro l . I t is d i f f i c u l t , f o r example, to isolate negative reac
tions to wha t someone d i d o r caused f r o m de te rmina t ions o f wha t 
they should have done o r known , especially unde r h ighly ambiguous 
circumstances. W h e n spontaneous evaluations are suff ic ient ly strong, 
the culpable-control mode l assumes that the control elements (behavior, 
causal, and outcome) that observers analyze are processed i n a "blame 
validation" mode. Blame validation entails either exaggerating a person's 
actual or potential control over an event to jus t i fy the desired blame 
j u d g m e n t or al tering the threshold f o r how m u c h control is required 
f o r blame. 

T h e phrase "culpable c o n t r o l " reflects the fact that the desire to 
blame or f i n d someone culpable intrudes o n assessments o f menta l , 
behavior, and outcome con t ro l . I n a sense, culpabil i ty, w h i c h is sup
posed to be the o u t p u t o f the j u d g m e n t , becomes par t o f the process 
o f assessing the blame criteria. M u c h o f the cu r ren t debate o n blame 
and causation is couched i n terms o f two simple models: b lame attr i
but ions de te rmine causal at t r ibut ions (blame ^ cause), or the reverse 
(cause ^ b l a m e ) . T h e culpable-control m o d e l is usually character
ized as endors ing the f o r m e r relat ionship. However, a more complete 
character izat ion o f the culpable-cont ro l m o d e l w o u l d be: negative 
evaluative r eac t ion ^ i n i t i a l b lame hypothesis ^ b lame-val ida t ion 
processing ^ enhanced causal c o n t r o l ^ b lame. I n o the r words , 
negative evaluations or spontaneous reactions lead to the hypothesis 
that the source o f the evaluations is b lameworthy and to an active 
desire to blame that source. This desire, i n t u rn , leads observers to 
in t e rp re t the available evidence i n a way that supports the i r blame 
hypothesis. I n the present discussion, the primary avenue f o r support
i n g or validating a blame hypothesis is to increase perceptions o f causal 
control , bu t more generally, i t can also entail enhancing perceptions 
o f behavior and outcome control . 

What we call "negative evaluations" or "spontaneous reactions" are often referred 
to as "intuitions" or "emotions" by others. See, for example, Antonio R. Damasio, 
Descartes'Error: Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain (New York: Putnam, 1994); Joshua 
D. Greene, R. Bryan Sommerville, Leigh E. Nystrom, John M . Darley, and Jonathan D. 
Cohen, "An f M R I Study of Emotional Engagement in Moral Judgment," Science, c c x c i i i , 
14 (September 2001): 2105-08; Greene and Jonathan Haidt, "How (and Where) Does 
Moral Judgment Work?" Trends in Cognitive Science, v i , 6 (December 2002): 517-23; 
Haidt, "The Emotional Dog and Its Rational Tail: A Social Intuitionist Approach to 
Moral Judgment," Psychological Review, c v i i i , 4 (October 2001): 814-34; Bryce Huebner, 
Susan Dwyer, and Marc Hauser, "The Role of Emotion in Moral Psychology," Trends in 
Cognitive Science, x i i i , 1 (December 2008): 1-6; and David A. Pizarro and Paul Bloom, 
"The Intelligence of Moral Intuitions: Comment on Haidt," Psychological Review, cx , 
1 (January 2003): 193-96. 
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The ul t imate effect o f perceived con t ro l and negative evaluations o n 
blame is a compensatory one. We assume that some level o f behavior, 
causal, and outcome con t ro l is requ i red to blame an actor f o r an actual 
or a t tempted offense. Even extremely pre jud iced observers are unl ike ly 
to blame someone whose behavior was completely accidental o r w h o 
was causally u n c o n n e c t e d to the h a r m f u l consequences. However , 
given a requisite baseline level o f perceived con t ro l , s t rong negative 
evaluations increase b lame ascript ions a n d al ter j u d g m e n t s o f the 
c o n t r o l elements that should , ideally, be assessed independen t ly i n 
ascribing blame. O n the o ther hand , w h e n the con t ro l evidence is 
overwhelming, there is scant oppor tun i ty f o r negative evaluations to 
skew the blame process. 

H I . S T U D Y i : D O C T O R S V I O L A T I N G N O R M S F O R T U I T O U S L Y 

O u r f i r s t study was based o n one tha t H i t c h c o c k a n d K n o b e con
d u c t e d to i l lustrate t he i r n o r m - v i o l a t i o n pos i t ion . I n this scenario, 
an i n t e r n wants to adminis te r a new d r u g to a pa t ien t w i t h k idney 
p rob lems b u t must ob ta in the signature o f the pharmacis t a n d the 
a t t end ing physician. T h e pharmacist signs o f f , b u t the physician real
izes that the hospital has banned the d r u g due to its dangerous side 
effects. Nevertheless, the physician consents, and the pat ient recovers 
w i t h n o adverse reactions. W h e n asked to rate the physician's a n d 
pharmacist 's causal roles i n the patient 's recovery, par t ic ipants gave 
h i g h e r rat ings to the physic ian . Since the o u t c o m e was favorab le , 
H i t c h c o c k and Knobe argue that the culpable-control m o d e l cannot 
accoun t f o r the findings, because people do n o t b lame others f o r 
favorable outcomes. O n t h e i r view, h e i g h t e n e d causal a t t r ibu t ions 
occur because the physician's behavior is counternormat ive . As they 
state i t , " O u r o w n account makes n o m e n t i o n o f any sort o f m o r a l 
j u d g m e n t regard ing the effect . Instead, i t posits a role f o r j u d g m e n t s 
about whether the candidate cause was itself a n o r m violation."^^ Spe
ci f ica l ly , the physician's dev ia t ion f r o m the n o r m a l state o f affairs , 
regardless o f the ou tcome o f the event, leads people to view i t as a 
suitable target f o r i n t e r v e n t i o n , w h i c h i n t u r n leads t h e m to select 
h i m as the p r imary cause. 

We believe that the culpable-control m o d e l provides a more compel 
l i n g account o f causal at tr ibutions i n the physician scenario. Hi tchcock 
and Knobe wou ld agree that the physician's behavior provides a basis 
f o r negative evaluations, a l though they w o u l d emphasize the counter-
normativeness o f the physician's behavior. The culpable-control mode l , 
however, assumes that this negative evaluation encourages observers to 

Hitchcock and Knobe, op. cit, p. 603. 



C A U S A T I O N 677 

believe that the physician is blameworthy and that they seek to validate 
their desire to blame h i m . The nature o f the outcome, rather than 
be ing irrelevant, as Hi tchcock and Knobe maintain, provides a basis 
f o r either jus t i fy ing the desire to blame the physician or f o r attenuating 
that desire. A negative outcome such as the patient's death would f u e l 
the desire to blame, w h i c h w o u l d be reflected i n heightened causal 
attributions to the physician. O n the other hand, a positive outcome 
such as occurred i n Hi tchcock and Knobe's scenario wou ld attenuate 
the physician's perceived causal role. These assumptions could not be 
tested i n Hi tchcock and Knobe's scenario, because tiiey included only 
a positive outcome condi t ion and simply compared the physician's per
ceived causal inf luence to that o f the pharmacist, whose actions were 
comparatively normal . 

A more complete analysis o f causal a t t r ibut ions i n H i t chcock and 
Knobe's scenario requires condi t ions that vary b o t h the normativeness 
o f the physician's behavior and the nature o f the outcome. T o this end, 
we expanded Hi t chcock and Knobe's scenario to inc lude condi t ions 
i n wh ich the physician's behavior was normative (that is, he fo l lowed 
the hospital's policy and refused to administer the drug) or counter-
normat ive ( that is, he adminis te red the d rug , as i n H i t c h c o c k a n d 
Knobe's scenario), and i n wh ich the patient experienced a positive out
come (that is, he recovered w i t h n o side effects, as i n Hi tchcock and 
Knobe) , a negative outcome (that is, death), o r no outcome in forma
t ion was provided. We assessed ratings o f the physician's causal impact 
o n the patient's outcome, as well as positive versus negative evaluations 
o f the physician's decision to administer or to r e f ra in f r o m administer
i n g the drug . 

I n this context , the m a i n d i f fe rence between the culpable-control 
and norm-vio la t ion views concerns the role o f outcome i n f o r m a t i o n 
i n causal a t t r ibu t ions . F l i tchcock and Knobe stipulate tha t whereas 
the culpable-contro l m o d e l is based o n the goodness or badness o f 
the event's outcomes (since people can only be b lamed f o r bad out
comes), the i r norm-vio la t ion posi t ion applies to behaviors rather than 
outcomes. As the previous discussion o f the culpable-control perspec
tive makes clear, this does n o t characterize the m o d e l qu i te accu
rately. Positive and especially negative evaluative reactions can occur 
i n re la t ion to the actor's intent ions, motives, actions, and outcomes, as 
wel l as to a host o f o ther features such as his o r her race, gender, or 
personalit)^. Nevertheless, what is most germane f o r present purposes 
is that the valences o f the outcomes do mat ter i n the culpable-control 
m o d e l . Because H i t c h c o c k a n d K n o b e c l a i m tha t on ly behav iora l 
n o r m violat ions c o u n t i n causal ascriptions, they w o u l d p red ic t no 
effects due to the event's outcomes. 



678 T H E J O U R N A L O F P H I L O S O P H Y 

T h e culpable-cont ro l m o d e l , however, makes specific pred ic t ions 
regarding the interplay between the normalcy o f the physician's behavior 
and the outcomes that i t produces. W h e n the physician evokes negative 
evaluations by viola t ing the hospital's policy, the death o f the pat ient 
counts as a severely aggravating circumstance and raises the physician's 
perceived causal inf luence beyond where i t w o u l d reside i f he fo l lowed 
the hospital's policy and produced the same outcome. By contrast, the 
physician who behaves appropriately by fo l l owing the hospital's pol icy 
is less likely to be penalized f o r the patient's death. Specifically, there 
should be a statistical in teract ion such that the physician who violates 
hospital policy is seen as more causal when the patient dies than w h e n 
the pa t i en t lives, whereas n o such d i f f e r e n c e shou ld occur f o r the 
physician w h o fol lows hospi ta l pol icy. 

Results. T h e findings o f Study 1 are i l lustrated i n Figures 2 and 3;̂ ^ 
the first figure depicts ratings o f b lame/pra i se , whereas the second 
shows causation ratings. 

16.95 16.92 

SGood Outcome 

m Bad Outcome 

• No Outcome 

Violate Follow 

Figure 2: B lame/Pra ise Ratings^^ 

Signif icant interactions between the d r u g decision ( that is, to violate 
the n o r m and administer the d r u g or to adhere to the n o r m and refuse 
the d rug) and the outcome o f the decision (that is, recovery, death, or 
no outcome) o n evaluations (that is, b lame/praise) o f the physician's 

A total of 319 participants (Male = 121, Female = 193, Did Not Indicate = 5) 
were selected f r o m an introductory psychology course. 

The question concerning evaluation was, "How would you evaluate the attending 
doctor's decision to administer/not administer the drug?" A 21-point scale was used with 
1 anchored at "extremely blameworthy" and 21 anchored at "extremely praiseworthy." I n 
this and the following studies, mean values are placed at the top of the graph, standard 
deviations inside the bar at the top, and sample sizes at the bottom of the bars. 
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decision, F{2, 313) = 11.28, p < .0001, and o n ratings o f his causal 
involvement , F{1, 213) = 13.05, p < .001, supported culpable-control 
p red ic t ions . These findings show that w h e n the physician v io la ted 
hospital policy, he was viewed more negatively when the patient d ied 
than w h e n he l ived, F{1, 313) = 48.59, p < .0001, and was viewed as 
more causal i n the f o r m e r case than i n the latter, 7^(1, 213) = 9.59, 
p < . 01 . W h e n the physician f o l l o w e d hospi tal policy, evaluations o f 
his dec i s ion were re la t ive ly f avorab le regardless o f the o u t c o m e , 
a l though they were significantly reduced by the fact o f the patient's 
death, F{1, 313) - 23.92, p < .0001. 

17.07 

m Good Outcome 

m Bad Outcome 

Violate Follow 

Figure 3: Causal Ratings 

The pa t te rn o f results displayed i n Figure 2 shows the impor tance 
o f positive and negative evaluations o f the physician's behavior and 
the ou tcome tha t the pa t ien t experiences. First, the physician w h o 
violated the hospital's pol icy b u t had the fo r tu i tous ou tcome o f the 
pat ient recover ing (as i n H i t chcock and Knobe's scenario) was viewed 
fa r more negatively (that is, as relatively more blameworthy) than the 
physician w h o respected the hospital's pol icy and obta ined the same 
outcome, 7^(1, 313) = 56.28, p < .0001. I n fact, the physician who vio
lated hospital pol icy and obta ined a positive outcome was viewed even 
more negatively than the physician who fo l l owed hospital pol icy bu t 

The question concerning the doctor's causal role was, "How much did the attend
ing doctor's actions and decisions cause the patient's recovery/death?" A 21-point 
scale was used with 1 anchored at "not at all the cause" and 21 anchored at "very much 
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obta ined a negative outcome ( that is, the patient's death), F{1, 104) = 
6.38, p = .012. Clearly, v i o l a t i n g the hospital 's poHcy is by i t se l f a 
po ten t source o f blameworthiness i n this context . 

Comparisons between the no-outcome condi t ions were also reveal
i n g . As we assumed, the physician w h o v io la ted hospi ta l po l icy was 
viewed very negatively, whereas the physician who f o l l o w e d hospi ta l 
pol icy was viewed very positively, F{1, 313) = 188.24, p < .0001. How
ever, the patient 's recovery h a d n o co r r e spond ing e f fec t w h e n the 
physician was already evaluated positively, i n tha t favorable evalua
tions were about equal i n the recovery and no-outcome condi t ions . 

I n general, therefore , the findings o f this study are consistent w i t h 
the culpable-control m o d e l a n d very d i f f i c u l t to expla in f r o m a n o r m -
v i o l a t i o n perspect ive. First , the data s u p p o r t the c u l p a b l e - c o n t r o l 
model 's assumption that there are two i m p o r t a n t sources o f evalua
t i o n i n this scenario: the physician's decision to go a long w i t h or to 
violate the hospital's policy, a n d the patient 's death or survival. T h e 
results show that the physician i n H i t c h c o c k a n d Knobe's o r i g i n a l 
scenario w o u l d have been viewed very negatively i f n o t f o r the f o r t u 
itous ou tcome o f the patient's recovery, and he was n o t viewed very 
positively even w i t h this happy consequence. These findings are con
sistent w i t h the c u l p a b l e - c o n t r o l a s sumpt ion tha t the physician 's 
decision to contravene hospital pol icy p rov ided a s t rong in i t i a l basis 
f o r blame. W h e n the pat ient d i ed as a result, this negative ou tcome 
coun ted as a severely aggravating circumstance that f u r t h e r elevated 
the physician's perceived causal ro le . However, w h e n the physician 
was viewed positively f o r f o l l o w i n g the hospital's policy, he was n o t 
viewed as any more causal as a result o f the patient's death i n com
parison to w h e n the pat ient survived. Since the norm-vio la t ion view 
expl ic i t ly disavows the in f luence o f outcomes o n causal j u d g m e n t , i t 
cannot expla in this in te rac t ion pat tern . 

I V . S T U D Y 2 : A D I R E C T T E S T O F N O R M S V E R S U S E V A L U A T I O N 

T h e most d i r ec t way to adjudica te between the no rm-v io l a t i on a n d 
culpable-control views is to i m p l e m e n t a design that varies the good
ness or badness o f an actor's behavior simultaneously w i t h whe ther i t 
violates or adheres to a n o r m . We therefore created a story i n w h i c h a 
g roup o f students w h o l ived o n the same floor o f a d o r m i t o r y ob ta ined 
a copy o f the final exam f o r the i r b io logy class. T h e students e i ther 
cheated o r d i d n o t cheat o n the test. O n e student , J o h n Granger , 
wen t a long w i t h the g roup ( n o r m cond i t ion ) or d i d n o t go a long w i t h 
the g roup ( c o u n t e r n o r m cond i t i on ) . This design, therefore , i n c l u d e d 
f o u r conditions: (a) Granger follows the local n o r m and cheats o n the 
test (no rm, bad); (b) Granger follows the local n o r m and does no t cheat 



C A U S A T I O N b81 

o n the test ( n o r m , good); (c) Granger deviates f r o m the local n o r m and 
cheats on the test (counternorm, bad); (d) Granger deviates f r o m the 
local n o r m and refuses to cheat o n the test (counte rnorm, good) . 

T h e biology class comprises 80 students and is graded o n a curve 
such that 20 people w i l l receive a grade o f A , 20 a grade o f B, 20 a 
grade o f C, a n d 20 students w i l l receive a D . Granger 's score was 
the 20'^-highest score i n the class, w h i c h means he was the last student 
to receive a grade o f A. T h e 21^^ student was a pre-med student who 
received a B and, as a result, missed the GPA c u t o f f she needed to get 
i n t o the medica l school she was h o p i n g f o r by .07 GPA points . Par
t ic ipants were asked to ind ica te the ex ten t to w h i c h they t h o u g h t 
Granger was the cause o f the s tudent f a i l i n g to mee t the medica l -
school cutoff , the degree to w h i c h he was to blame, and also to rate 
the goodness or badness o f his actions. 

Results. O u r mos t f u n d a m e n t a l p r e d i c t i o n was tha t j u d g m e n t s 
o f causation and blame w o u l d be based more o n whether Granger's 
behavior was good or bad than whether i t was normat ive or counter-
normat ive . T h e results c o n f i r m e d this p red ic t ion . Granger was seen 
as less causal w h e n his behavior was good ( M = 3.37) than when i t 
was bad ( M - 5.20), F{1, 178) - 17.12, p < .0001, a n d he was also 
b lamed less w h e n his behavior was good (M = 2.92) than w h e n i t was 
bad ( M = 5.19), F{1, 178) = 27.98, p < .0001. Overa l l , there was n o 
ma in effect o f whether his behavior was normative or counternorma
tive o n causal ratings, 7^(1, 178) = 2.10, p< .15, or o n blame, F{1, 178) = 
1 . 5 9 , . 2 1 . 

However, these f indings were qual if ied by an interaction that revealed 
the same p a t t e r n o n causal j u d g m e n t s , F{1, 178) = 4.24, p < .05; 
blame judgments , F{1, 178) = 5.58, p< .02; and evaluative judgments , 
7^(1, 178) = 38.96, p < .001 (see Figures 4, 5, and 6). 

W h e n Granger cheated o n the test, his causal impac t and blame
worthiness were u n i n f l u e n c e d by whether he was the only one who 
cheated or one o f a g roup o f cheaters. However, w h e n he behaved 
admi rab ly by r e f u s i n g to cheat, he was seen as less causal a n d less 
b l a m e w o r t h y w h e n he was the on ly one w h o t o o k the m o r a l h i g h 
g r o u n d than w h e n everyone else also r e f r a ined f r o m cheating. 

These data show clearly that causal j udgmen t s f o r behavioral out
comes are n o t de t e rmined by n o r m violations alone. Whe the r a n o r m 
viola t ion inf luences causal j u d g m e n t depends o n the way i t is evalu
ated. Clearly, people can violate norms by d o i n g good things or bad 
things. W h e n an actor behaves badly, i n this instance by cheat ing, 
his perceived causal i n f luence and blameworthiness are max imized 
regardless o f what everyone else d i d . Essentially, participants apply a 
deontological p r inc ip le w h i c h states "do n o t cheat" regardless o f what 
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Cheated 

Figure 4: Blame Ratings 

Did Not Cheat 

I Norm 

i Counternorm 

Cheated 

Figure 5: Causal Ratings^^ 

Did Not Cheat 

• Norm 

i; Counternorm 

Others are do ing . However, things are a b i t more nuanced f o r positive 
behaviors. People w h o go against the c rowd to do the r i g h t t h i n g are 
rewarded by be ing assigned less causal impac t and decreased blame
worthiness. Specifically, the actor who refused to cheat w h e n everyone 

Ratings were made on a 0-9 scale anchored by "not at all to blame" and "very much 
to blame." 

Ratings were made on a 0-9 scale anchored by "not at all the cause" and "very much 
the cause." 
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else o n his f l o o r cheated was seen as less causal and less b lameworthy 
f o r the prospective medica l student's mis fo r tune . I n contrast to the 
norm-vio la t ion view, w h i c h predicts that actions that violate norms w i l l 
be seen as more causal, we have shown that a person w h o behaves 
admirably by v io la t ing the n o r m is seen as less causal and less blame
wor thy as a result. 

• Norm 

Counternorm 

Cheated Did Not Cheat 

Figure 6: Evaluative Ratings'^^ 

I t cou ld be argued that there are con f l i c t i ng norms i n the si tuation 
that we created. T h a t is, i n add i t ion to the local norms w i t h i n a g roup 
o f individuals who chose to cheat or n o t to cheat, there are general 
social norms that proscribe cheating. O n e m i g h t say that the student 
who violated local norms by no t cheat ing nevertheless h o n o r e d gen
eral proscript ions against cheating. Indeed , con f l i c t i ng norms are the 
r u l e r a t h e r t h a n the e x c e p t i o n i n eva lua t ing undes i rab le h u m a n 
actions. I n H i t c h c o c k and Knobe's physician scenario, f o r example, 
the physician w h o v io la ted hospi ta l pol icy by admin i s t e r ing a d r u g 
that he t hough t w o u l d he lp the pat ient cou ld be said to have fo l l owed 
a general n o r m o f "do what is best to he lp others." 

O u r p o i n t , w h i c h is s trongly suppor t ed by the data we have pre
sented, is that the effects o f e i ther local o r general n o r m violat ions 
o n causal j udgmen t s depend u p o n the evaluative tone (goodness or 
badness) o f the behaviors they entai l . The student who violated local 
norms o f cheat ing was seen as less causal n o t because he adhered to a 
general n o r m per se, bu t because he d i d someth ing good and praise
worthy, namely, exh ib i t ed integr i ty and independence. However, f o r 

Ratings were made on a 0-9 scale anchored by "ver^ bad" and "very good." 
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the Student who cheated ei ther solely o r as par t o f a g roup , local a n d 
genera l n o r m violat ions made no d i f f e r ence to causal a t t r ibu t ions , 
since b o t h violations were equally bad and blameworthy. 

v . S T U D Y 3: B L A M E ^ C A U S E , O R C A U S E B L A M E ? 

I n h e r c o m p a r i s o n o f the c u l p a b l e - c o n t r o l m o d e l w i t h Knobe ' s 
view,^^ Dr ive r suggests that the cu lpable-cont ro l m o d e l entails that 
b lame j u d g m e n t s precede a n d de te rmine causal ascriptions ( tha t is, 
b lame cause), whereas Knobe's m o d e l stipulates the opposite rela
tionship (that is, cause blame).^^ As we discussed earlier, the culpable-
cont ro l assumption is a b i t more complex than this (specifically, we have 
suggested: negative evaluative reac t ion i n i t i a l b lame hypothesis ^ 
b lame-va l ida t ion processing e n h a n c e d causal c o n t r o l ^ b l a m e ) , 
b u t we agree w i t h D r i v e r t h a t d e m o n s t r a t i n g the v i a b i l i t y o f the 
blame cause m o d e l w o u l d provide f u r t h e r support f o r the culpable-
c o n t r o l pos i t i on . W h i l e resolving this issue w i l l r equ i r e n u m e r o u s 
studies w i t h diverse methodo log ies , we des igned a t h i r d study, one 
purpose o f wh ich was to provide pre l iminary support f o r the blame ^ 
cause a r g u m e n t 

We created a new scenario i n w h i c h a homeowner shot and k i l l e d 
an i n t r u d e r who , unbeknownst to the homeowner , t u r n e d ou t to be 
an i n n o c e n t a n d sympathet ic v i c t i m o r a dangerous c r i m i n a l . T h e 
c u l p a b l e - c o n t r o l m o d e l p red ic t s tha t , w i t h a l l o t h e r th ings b e i n g 
equal, an actor w h o harms a l ikable v i c t i m w i l l be seen as more causal 
t han one w h o harms a dislikable v ic t im . This p red i c t i on is based o n 
the assumption tha t people w i l l react m o r e negatively to someone 
w h o harms a l ikable v i c t i m a n d w i l l t he r e fo re a u g m e n t the actor's 
perce ived causal ro le to express the i r d i sapproba t ion . Because the 
no rm-v io l a t i on view expl ic i t ly states that outcomes o f events do n o t 
mat ter i n causal assignment, i t w o u l d p red ic t no d i f fe rence beUveen 
these condi t ions , since the antecedent event—that o f the homeowner 
shoot ing a presumed in t ruder—is ident ica l i n b o t h cases. 

A c c o r d i n g to the story (see append ix ) , the v i c t i m , Edward Poole, 
was e i ther a dangerous ex-convict w h o broke i n t o a h o m e (negative 
characterization) or a physician w h o entered a h o m e at the neighbor 's 
request to f eed her cat whi le she was away (positive characterization). 
I n b o t h cases, Poole was shot by one o f the homeowners, J o h n T u m b u U 
(who came home unexpectedly and d i d no t know o f his wife's arrange
ment ) , who conf ron ted Poole as he was c l imb ing the stairs inside the 

Knobe, "Folk Psychology, Folk Morality" (PhD diss., Princeton University 2006). 
Julia Driver, "Attributions of Causation and Moral Responsibility," in Walter Sinnott-

Armstrong, ed., Moral Psychology, Volume 2: The Cognitive Science of Morality (Cambridge: 
MIT, 2008), pp. 423-39. 
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house. The most basic predict ion is that T u m b u l l w i l l be b lamed more , 
and seen as more the cause o f the victim's death, when the vic t im is 
characterized positively as opposed to negatively. I n addi t ion, we ran 
a series o f statistical tests i n order to provide some support f o r the 
blame -> cause mode l . 

We were also interested i n establishing boundary condi t ions f o r the 
hypothesized vic t im-character iza t ion effect . We assume that effects 
based o n evaluative reactions w i l l be canceled when an actor's causal 
role is unambiguous, that is, when an actor obviously is, o r obviously 
is not , an i m p o r t a n t causal con t r i bu to r to an event. T o test this, we 
created a causal-overdetermination c o n d i t i o n i n w h i c h the external 
circumstances negated the actor's causal in f luence . Because people 
generally do n o t stray far f r o m the objective evidence, we assume that 
they w i l l r e f r a i n f r o m ascribing he igh tened causality w h e n the data 
unequ ivoca l ly f a i l to s u p p o r t such a j u d g m e n t . However , we also 
con tend that this restraint is tenuous. Given even a small degree o f 
ambiguity, evaluative reactions again should exh ib i t substantial effects 
o n causal assessment. 

T h r e e versions o f the circumstances s u r r o u n d i n g Poole's dea th 
were created. I n the f i rs t , an autopsy revealed that Poole suffered a 
b ra in aneurysm vir tual ly at the m o m e n t that he was shot by T u r n b u l l . 
U n d e r these circumstances, even those who have s trong reactions to 
an i n n o c e n t vict im's dea th w i l l be re luc tan t to ascribe m o r e causal 
in f luence to T u r n b u l l , because his behavior was unnecessary to pro
duce Poole's death i n the immediate situation. Accordingly, we expected 
to obta in u n i f o r m l y low causal ratings i n these condi t ions regardless 
o f whether Poole was characterized negatively or positively. 

Once these constraints o n causal in te rpre ta t ion are loosened, how
ever, effects o f Poole's negative-versus-positive characterization should 
be observed. I n the second vers ion o f the story, pa r t i c ipan t s were 
t o l d that the autopsy indica ted that Poole was seriously i l l and w o u l d 
have d i ed f r o m a b ra in t u m o r w i t h i n a few weeks. I n contrast to the 
previous condi t ion , we assumed that the constraint i n this cond i t i on— 
that Poole w o u l d have died i n a few weeks f r o m a bra in tumor—^would 
in t roduce suf f ic ien t causal ambigui ty to restore positive and negative 
evaluation effects. Thus, we predicted h igher causal ratings i n the con
d i t i o n i n w h i c h Poole was characterized positively than i n w h i c h he 
was characterized negatively. I n fact, we p red ic ted that these effects 
w o u l d be approximate ly equal to those i n the c o n t r o l cond i t i on i n 
wh ich no f u r t h e r i n f o r m a t i o n was provided about Poole's medical con
d i t i o n . I n sum, we wanted to show that only severe constraints o n 
causal j u d g m e n t (that is, causal overdeterminat ion) , and no t moderate 
ones (that is, the v ic t im wou ld have d ied i n the near fu tu re ) , mitigate 
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effects o f positive and negative characterizations o n causal assignment. 
Findings such as these w o u l d suggest a pervasive inf luence o f evalua
t i on effects o n causal j u d g m e n t and w o u l d show that they are eradi
cated on ly w h e n objective i n f o r m a t i o n about counte rva i l ing causal 
forces is exceptionally compel l ing . 

I n a d d i t i o n to asking part icipants to indicate the extent to w h i c h 
they t h o u g h t that T u r n b u l l was the cause o f Poole's death, we asked 
t h e m to ind ica te the ex ten t to w h i c h they t h o u g h t tha t he was to 
blame. We expected to f m d the same pat te rn o f effects o n blame as 
o n causation. 

Results. As the cu lpab le -con t ro l m o d e l predicts , the h o m e o w n e r 
was b o t h b l a m e d m o r e , F{1, 254) = 55.22, p < .0001, a n d seen as 
m o r e the cause o f the vict im's death, 7^(1, 254) = 13.53, p < .0001, 
w h e n the v i c t im was characterized positively as opposed to negatively. 
T h e m o r e specific contrasts were also consistent w i t h our predict ions 
(see Figures 7 and 8). 

I Good Poole 

iBad Poole 

Aneurysm Brain Tumor 

.o24 

Shot 

Figure 7: Blame Ratings 

The difference between the positive and negative victim-characterization 
c o n d i t i o n s was s i gn i f i c an t w h e n the v ic t im 's dea th was delayed by 
two weeks, b o t h o n ratings o f TurnbuU's causal inf luence, F{1, 254) = 
4.109, p < .05, and o n his blameworthiness, Fll, 254) = 4.804, p < .01 . 
These same f indings were obtained o n ratings o f causation, F{1, 254) = 
13.381, p < .0001, and blameworthiness, Fll, 254) - 41.822, p < .0001, 
when the v ic t im d ied immediately after be ing shot by the actor w i t h o u t 

Cause and blame ratings were made on the same scales as in the previous study. 
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any f u r t h e r qual i f icat ion. As we predicted, however, this effect was no t 
ob ta ined w h e n the v ic t im w o u l d have d ied anyway i n the immedia te 
situation due to an aneurysm {p> .05). 

• Good Poole 

ii Bad Poole 

Aneurysm Brain Tumor Shot 

Figure 8: Causal Ratings 

Finally, we provide two independen t statistical arguments f o r the 
plausibi l i ty o f the b lame cause explanation.^^ T h e f i r s t approach 
was to assess whether blame mediates the effects o f Poole's character 
o n causal j u d g m e n t s . A regress ion m o d e l w i t h o n l y Poole as a 
p r ed i c to r o f causal j u d g m e n t s showed tha t Poole was a s ign i f i can t 
p red ic to r o f causal j udgmen t s {Beta = .196, p = .001). Addi t iona l ly , 
a regression m o d e l w i t h Poole as a p red ic tor o f blame was signif icant 
{Beta = .404, p = .000). Bu t when blame was added to the mode l , the 
effect o f Poole's character o n causal judgments was eradicated (Blame: 
Beta = .368, p = .000; Poole: Beta = .048, p - .449). A Sobel test^^ shows 
that the reduc t ion i n the effects o f Poole's character o n causal j u d g 
ments w h e n blame is added to the m o d e l is h ighly s ignif icant ( Z = 
4.4913, p = .000). This pattern demonstrates that blame mediates the 

Due to the many statistical interactions, there are significant difficulties with using 
structural equation modeling. 

^^We are fol lowing the procedure fo r testing mediation hypotheses outl ined i n 
Reuben M . Baron and David A. Kenny, "The Moderator-Mediator Variable Distinction 
in Social Psychological Research: Conceptual, Strategic, and Statistical Considerations," 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, L I , 6 (December 1986): 1173-82; and Kenny 
et al., "Data Analysis in Social Psychology," Daniel T. Gilbert et al., eds.. The Handbook of 
Social Psychology, vol. 1, 4th ed. (Boston: McGraw-Hill, 1984), pp. 233-65. 

See Michael E. Sobel, "Asymptotic Intervals fo r Indirect Effects i n Structural 
Equations Models," in Samuel Leinhardt, ed.. Sociological Methodology 13 (San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass, 1982), pp. 290-312. 
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effects o f Poole's character o n causal j udgmen t s (Figure 9) and pro
vides one source o f evidence f o r the argument that blame ^ cause. 

Beta=A04 Beta=36^ 

Poole 

J 

Cause 

Figure 9: Mediation Model^^ 

A separate statist ical a r g u m e n t suggest ing tha t b l a m e ^ cause 
involves testing whether or no t cause is a collider. A col l ider is p roduced 
whenever at least Uvo variables serve as independent inputs i n to a t h i r d 
variable. Test ing whether cause is a co l l ider involves testing whe ther 
the mode o f the victim's death (aneurysm, b ra in tumor , shot) is a sig
n i f i can t predic tor o f causal j udgmen t s and whether blame judgmen t s 
f o r each mode o f death (aneurysm, b ra in tumor , shot) are i n d e p e n d e n t 
A regression m o d e l w i t h mode o f death as a predic tor o f causal j u d g 
ments shows that death is a s ignif icant p red ic to r o f causal j udgmen t s 
{Beta — .397, p = .000) . A n d an analysis o f variance w i t h dea th as a 
p r e d i c t o r o f b lame was nons ign i f i can t , 7^(2, 254) = 1.874, p = .156. 
B u t most impor t an t l y , B o n f e r r o n i post-hoc tests showed that b lame 
judgments were n o d i f f e ren t between the aneurysm, b ra in tumor , and 
shot condi t ions (aneurysm versus b ra in tumor , p> .05; aneurysm ver
sus shot, p > .05; b r a i n t u m o r versus shot, p > .05). This suggests that 
death and blame are independen t causes o f causal judgments , w h i c h 
establishes cause as a co l l i de r (Figure 10). Th is provides a separate 
source o f evidence f o r the blame ^ cause argument . 

Mediation models usually only indicate that one variable lies between two others. 
For example, in our case, mediation might be due to (a) Poole -> blame -> cause or (b) 
Poole -> cause -> blame. One might th ink that there are other models, but since 
Poole is an exogenous variable i t cannot be caused by either blame or cause, and so 
the only plausible causal models are (a) and (b). We have provided evidence for (a), 
but we need to rule out (b). To do this we tested whether cause mediated the effects 
of Poole on blame. I n testing this mediation model, a regression model with only Poole 
as a predictor of blame is significant {Beta =.404, p =.000). However, adding cause to 
the regression model does not make Poole independent of blame (Cause: Beta = .320, 
p = .000; Poole: Beta = .341, p = .000). Cause, then, does not mediate the effects of Poole 
on blame, and so model (b) is ruled out. This provides further evidence that the correct 
model o f the relationship between blame and causation is that blame -> cause. 

The solid lines in the graphs depict significant, direct effects. The dashed line 
f r o m Poole to cause shows that when blame is included in the model, Poole has no 
effect on causal judgments. 
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Figure 10: Model of Cause as a Coll ider 

Thus, the two independen t statistical arguments we have prov ided 
suggest that b lame ^ cause. 

V I . C U L P A B L E C O N T R O L , N O R M V I O L A T I O N S , A N D C A U S A T I O N : 

A N O V E R V I E W 

We have argued that n o r m violations are insuf f ic ien t to account f o r 
causal attr ibutions f o r h u m a n events that involve undesirable behavior 
a n d / o r harm-doing. The data presented i n this paper cast serious doubt 
o n whether any evidence has yet been adduced to show that the no rm-
violation account is a better mode l o f ordinary causal attributions than 
the culpable-control model . What we have demonstrated is that blame
worthiness has a pervasive in f luence o n causal j u d g m e n t and that i t 
can account f o r the types o f effects that Hi tchcock and Knobe describe. 

Whereas H i t chcock and Knobe view m o r a l o r evaluative consider
ations as one species o f n o r m v io la t ion , we view n o r m violat ions as 
one aspect o f evaluative j u d g m e n t . One m i g h t say that we are ba rk ing 
u p the same tree bu t f r o m d i f f e r e n t sides. Nevertheless, the distinc
t i o n is a vi ta l one. T h e norm-v io la t ion pos i t ion depicts causal j u d g 
m e n t as a largely r a t iona l process whereby people seek to i d e n t i f y 
actions that, i f changed, w o u l d improve an undesirable or h a r m f u l 
state o f affairs. M o r a l o r evaluative considerations are merely one type 
o f n o r m v io la t ion that can help to iden t i fy where interventions w o u l d 
remedy a bad s i tua t ion . I n o the r words, by emphasiz ing an actor's 
w r o n g d o i n g as a causal factor , observers disclose how to improve his 
or her f u t u r e behavior. 

We see three p r i m a r y l imi t a t i ons to the n o r m - v i o l a t i o n pos i t ion 
as Hi tchcock and Knobe have stated i t . First, l ike us, they advocate a 
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f u n c t i o n a l view o f causation as i t applies to h u m a n events, especially 
h a r m f u l ones. However , i n p r o m o t i n g in tervent ions as the p r i m a r y 
m o t i v e i n causal assignment, they l i k e n peop le to engineers w h o 
appraise n o n o p t i m a l situations w i t h an eye toward i m p r o v i n g t hem. 
I n d i s t ingu i sh ing a m o n g d i f f e r e n t c r i t e r ia f o r assessing causation, 
Feinberg has re fe r red to this as the "engineering criterion."^^ The engi
nee r ing c r i t e r ion is a p e r f e c ü y apt metaphor f o r causal analysis w h e n 
there is n o s t rong basis f o r posit ive o r negative evaluations, b u t as 
we have shown, n o r m violat ions alone cannot account f o r variations 
i n causal ascriptions when a basis f o r positive or negative evaluation is 
present. Consider again the scenario i n w h i c h the physician viola ted 
the hospital's n o r m by r ecommend ing a d r u g that was p roh ib i t ed . W e 
agree w i t h H i t chcock and Knobe that i f interventions c o u l d be iden
t i f i e d to discourage doctors f r o m v io la t ing hospital policies, patients 
generally w o u l d have better outcomes. Bu t as the f indings o f our second 
study suggest, i f observers had applauded rather than disapproved o f 
the physician's actions, they w o u l d have seen h i m as less, ra ther than 
as more , causal f o r his in te rvent ion . I n ou r view, the "person as engi
neer" m e t a p h o r applies best to relatively m u n d a n e h u m a n actions, 
rather than to the events that fascinate philosophers, lawyers, psycholo
gists, a n d o ther i n q u i r i n g minds . For more in teres t ing cases o f o r d i 
nary causal j udgment , we w o u l d replace the engineering cr i ter ion w i t h 
what Feinberg calls the "stain cr i ter ion," thereby t ransforming the "per
son as engineer" in to tiie "person as evaluator." 

The second l imi ta t ion o f the norm-violat ion approach as an account 
o f causal j u d g m e n t i n h u m a n affairs is the cla im that such violations 
refer only to behaviors a n d n o t to o ther elements o f h a r m f u l events 
such as outcomes. This seems l ike an arbi trary st ipulat ion: most psy
cho log i ca l theories o f c o u n t e r f a c t u a l r eason ing acknowledge tha t 
norms apply bo th to actions and outcomes.^^ Thus, i n th ink ing about how 
h a r m f u l events cou ld have t u r n e d ou t d i f ferent ly , observers consider 
d i f fe ren t paths that could have been taken and d i f fe rent consequences 
that cou ld have been achieved. 

W h i l e this weakness can be rec t i f i ed simply by ex tend ing the n o r m -
v i o l a t i o n view to encompass outcomes, o u r t h i r d issue w i t h a p u r e 
n o r m - \ i o l a t i o n approach is that i t depicts causal j u d g m e n t as a h igh ly 
ra t ional , con t ro l l ed process. Affec t ive responses have n o special role , 
a n d evaluations are i m p o r t a n t only as appl ied to m o r a l transgressions, 
w h i c h consti tute one type o f n o r m v io la t ion . Presumably, observers 
scrutinize an actor's selfish, greedy, o r malevolent actions p r i m a r i l y 

°̂ Feinberg, op. cit. 
Mandel, Hi l ton, and Catellani, "Introduction," in op. cit, pp. 1-7. 
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because they conta in the b luepr in t s to remedy a h a r m f u l event. By 
contrast, the culpable-control m o d e l assumes that evaluative reactions 
accompany vir tual ly al l h u m a n events i n w h i c h good or bad actions 
or outcomes occur. These evaluative reactions can and do inf luence 
causal judgment."^^ Some evaluative reactions are emotionally charged, 
such as w h e n an actor behaves despicably or produces hor rendous 
ou tcomes , whereas o thers may s imply en ta i l goodness-or-badness 
assessments w i t h l i t t le emot ion . A l t h o u g h affectively charged events 
are probably more susceptible to bias than comparatively mundane 
ones, evaluative reactions generally provide the oppor tuni ty f o r perva
sive biases i n causal j udgmen t . 

For a norm-v io la t ion approach to have p r io r i ty over an evaluation-
based m o d e l , i t must p rov ide at least some examples i n w h i c h the 
inf luence o f n o r m violations o n causal j u d g m e n t cannot be explained 
w i t h r e fe rence to the praiseworthiness o r b lameworthiness o f some 
e lement o f the act ion sequence. A n o t h e r example that f igures p r o m i 
nent ly i n Hi t chcock and Knobe's norm-viola t ion posi t ion is a scenario 
i n w h i c h administrative assistants and faculty members rout ine ly take 
pens f r o m a recept ionist ' s desk. T h e adminis t ra tors are a l lowed to 
take the pens, whereas the f acu l ty m e m b e r s are no t . As the story 
develops, an admin i s t r a to r a n d a f acu l ty m e m b e r each take a p e n 
f r o m the receptionist 's desk, leaving her penless w h e n an i m p o r t a n t 
message arrives. Knobe and Fraser asked participants to rate the extent 
to w h i c h the admin is t ra to r or the facul ty m e m b e r was the cause o f 
the receptionist 's misfortune."^"^ Participants gave m u c h h igher causal 
ratings to the faculty member . 

H i t chcock and Knobe in te rp re t this as evidence that people accord 
p r imary causal status to actions that violate norms. Since m o r a l trans
gressions are merely one type o f n o r m v io la t ion and d i f f e r e n t types 
o f n o r m v io l a t i ons are e f f ec t ive ly i n t e r changeab l e , w h a t mat te rs 
most f o r t h e m i n the p e n scenario is that the professor v io la ted a 
n o r m , n o t that he d i d something blameworthy. 

We disagree heartily wi th this interpretat ion. I n our view, the pr imary 
reason f o r h igh l igh t ing the faculty member's role i n this unfor tuna te 

See Alicke, "Culpable Causation"; and Alicke and Zell, "Social Attractiveness and 
Blame." Also see Alicke, Teresa L. Davis, and Mark V. Pezzo, "A Posteriori Adjustment 
of A Priori Decision Criteria," Social Cognition, x i i , 4 (December 1994): 281-308; Alicke, 
Justin Buckingham, Zell, and Davis, "Culpable Control and Counterfactual Reasoning 
in the Psychology of Blame," Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, x x x i v , 10 (October 
2008): 1371-81; and Philip J. Mazzocco, Alicke, and Davis, "On the Robustness of Out
come Bias: No Constraint by Prior Culpability," Basic and Applied Social Psychology, x x v i , 
2-3 (2004): 131-46. 

Knobe and Ben Fraser, "Causal Judgments and Moral Judgment: Two Experiments," 
in Sinnott-Armstrong, ed., op. cit., pp. 441-47. 
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event surely must be that he is a depraved pen pi l ferer . Again , whi le we 
acknowledge that n o r m violations are impor t an t to causal assignment, 
n o r m violations that entail undesirable behavior are d ign i f i ed w i t h spe
cial causal status because they support blame attributions. Rather than 
demonstrat ing that n o r m violations ident i fy interventions that improve 
events, Hi tchcock and Knobe have shown that observers express their 
disapproval o f an individual who violates explicitly stated rules by sad
d l ing h i m wi th heightened causal responsibility. 

We ran two small studies to assess our con ten t ion that perceptions 
o f the professor 's b a d behav io r u n d e r l i e causal j u d g m e n t s i n this 
scenario. Consistent w i t h Knobe and Eraser's me thodo logy , we h a d 
separate groups o f par t ic ipants {N = 265) rate the extent to w h i c h 
they agreed o r disagreed tha t the professor o r the admin i s t r a t ive 
assistant caused the secretary's p r o b l e m ( 1 - 7 scale r a n g i n g f r o m 
" to ta l ly disagree" to " to ta l ly agree") . W e t h e n asked p a r t i c i p a n t s 
to exp la in the i r causal ratings. A single coder w h o was b l i n d to the 
purpose o f the study coded the explanations. 

T h e results f o r causal j udgmen t s o f the professor and administrat ive 
assistant repl icated Knobe and Eraser's findings i n that the professor 
was seen as signif icantly more causal ( M = 4.23, SD = 1.69) than the 
administrat ive assistant {M = 2.68, SD = 1.66), ^(263) = 7.52, /?< .001. 
Codings o f the explanations revealed that participants c i ted the pro
fessor as the cause o f the secretary's p l i g h t 66% o f the t ime; the o ther 
34% o f the explanations were scattered a m o n g other causes i n c l u d i n g 
the administrat ive assistant, the receptionist , the o ther facul ty m e m 
bers, and the p roh ib i t o ry ru le i t se l f O f those w h o ci ted the professor 
as the m a i n cause, a l l b u t one ind ica ted as the i r reason the blame
worthiness o f his behavior. N o t a single par t i c ipan t m e n t i o n e d tha t 
he v io la ted a n o r m . Interest ingly, v i r tua l ly a l l o ther causal ci tat ions 
also entai led the blameworthiness o f someone's actions. For example, 
those w h o ci ted the receptionist stated that she should have h i d d e n 
her pens o r stood u p f o r herself to prevent the pen thievery. Those 
w h o saw the administrative assistant as the m a i n cause expla ined this 
by saying that the administrat ive assistant should have k n o w n better 
and that a l though tak ing the pens was pe rmi t t ed , the assistant shou ld 
have foreseen tha t this w o u l d lead to a shortage. T h e explanat ions 
tha t par t ic ipants p r o v i d e d , t he re fo re , suppor t the cu lpab le -con t ro l 
c o n t e n t i o n tha t peop le do n o t view causat ion f o r h a r m f u l events 
mere ly i n terms o f n o r m - v i o l a t i n g actions. Rather , w h e n asked to 
e x p l a i n t h e i r causal j u d g m e n t s , they emphasize tha t someone d i d 
someth ing that warranted blame. 

W e t h e n c o n d u c t e d one m o r e va r i a t ion o f the penless-secretary 
scenario (A^ = 71). I n a d d i t i o n to asking whe the r the professor o r 
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a d m i n i s t r a t o r was m o r e causal, we asked pa r t i c ipan t s to rate the 
badness o r goodness o f the professor's behavior o n a 7-point scale 
r a n g i n g f r o m "very bad" to "very good ." Ratings o f the professor's 
and the administrative assistant's causal in f luence repl icated the find
ings o f the previous study as wel l as those o f Knobe and Fraser i n that 
the professor was seen as more causal ( M = 3.89, SD = 1.45) than the 
administrative assistant ( M = 2.43, SD = 1.46), ^(70) = 4.27, p < .001. 
Fur thermore , the average ra t ing o f the professor's behavior was M = 
3.00, w h i c h was below the scale m i d p o i n t , ind ica t ing a negative view 
o f his actions. I n fact, n o t a single par t ic ipan t ra ted the professor's 
behavior above the scale midpo in t . Clearly, therefore, the professor's 
behavior was viewed as relatively bad and blameworthy i n this context. 
I n the rea lm o f offensive or h a r m f u l h u m a n behavior, blame is the 
engine that makes n o r m violations matter. 

V I I . C O N C L U D I N G C O M M E N T S 

We have shown tha t evaluations are an i m p o r t a n t c o m p o n e n t o f 
causal j u d g m e n t s f o r undesirable or h a r m f u l actions, and we have 
demonstrated that causal judgments , at least i n some circumstances, 
are de te rmined by perceived blameworthiness rather than the reverse. 
N o r m violations are impor t an t determinants o f perceived causal i n f l u 
ence, bu t they are effective because they indicate whether an actor has 
done some th ing except ional ly g o o d o r except ional ly bad. I n fact, 
ascribing causation is, by itself, rarely the ultimate goal o f the layperson's 
behavioral analysis. F rom the standpoint o f the culpable-control model , 
causation is bu t one o f the criteria (along w i t h intent , foresight, foresee
abil i ty, a n d m i t i g a t i n g circumstances) that de t e rmine the ex ten t to 
which actors are b lamed or praised f o r the consequences they at tempt 
or achieve. Judgments o f these cri teria, however, are strongly i n f l u 
enced by observers' evaluative reactions to the people involved i n an 
action sequence, their behavior, and the consequences that occurred 
or cou ld have occurred. These evaluative influences are n o t excep
tions to an otherwise rat ional process. They are essential components 
o f lay behavioral analyses, because they stem f r o m observers' most 
fundamenta l motives o f discerning wh ich objects, events, and people 
are likely to facilitate their goals and well-being, and w h i c h endanger 
their prospects. 
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A P P E N D I X 

Positive Characterization; Death I m m i n e n t (Aneurysm) 

(1) E d w a r d Poole was a physic ian who h a d recently moved into a 
new neighborhood. 

(2) Poole had become friends with the TumbuUs, who lived on his street. 
(3) Mrs. T u r n b u l l asked Poole if he could feed her cat, which stayed in 

an upstairs bedroom while she and her husband were out of town 
at separate conferences. 

(4) O n Nov. 2, 2004, Poole used the key that Mrs. T u r n b u l l had given 
h im and headed upstairs to the room in which the Turnbul ls kept 
the cat. 

(5) Neither Poole nor Mrs. T u r n b u l l realized that Mr. T u r n b u l l had 
returned home after finding out that his conference h a d been 
canceled at the last minute. 

(6) Poole tripped over one of the children's toys and made a loud noise 
as he was going up the stairs. 

(7) T u r n b u l l heard the noise and took a licensed gun from his drawer. 
(8) Turnbul l shot at Poole just as he was about to enter the room where 

the cat stayed. 
(9) T h e bullet hit Poole in the chest and back and killed h im almost 

instantly. 
(10) T h e autopsy conducted on Poole showed that he had suffered a brain 

aneurysm almost at the same time that he was shot by Turnbul l . 
Thus , Poole would have died even if Turnbul l had not shot him. 

Positive Characterization; Death Delayed (Bra in T u m o r ) 

(1) E d w a r d Poole was a physician who h a d recently moved into a 
new neighborhood. 

(2) Poole had become friends with the Turnbulls, who lived on his street. 
(3) Mrs. T u r n b u l l asked Poole if he could feed her cat, which stayed 

in an upstairs bedroom while she and her husband were out of 
town at separate conferences. 

(4) O n Nov. 2, 2004, Poole used the key that Mrs. Turnbu l l had given 
him and headed upstairs to the room in which the Turnbul ls kept 
the cat. 

(5) Neither Poole nor Mrs. T u r n b u l l realized that Mr. T u r n b u l l had 
re turned home after finding out that his conference h a d been 
canceled at the last minute. 

(6) Poole tripped over one of the children's toys and made a loud noise 
as he was going up the stairs. 

(7) T u r n b u l l heard the noise and took a licensed gun from his drawer. 
(8) T u r n b u l l shot at Poole jus t as he was about to enter the room 

where the cat stayed. 
(9) T h e bullet hit Poole in the chest and back and killed h im almost 

instantly. 
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(10) T h e autopsy conducted on Poole showed that he had an advanced, 
inoperable bra in tumor that would have ki l led h i m within two 
weeks. Thus , Poole would have died soon even if Turnbu l l had not 
shot him. 

Positive Characterization; Shot Dead 

(1) E d w a r d Poole was a physician who h a d recently moved into a 
new neighborhood. 

(2) Poole had become friends with the Turnbulls, who lived on his street. 
(3) Mrs. T u r n b u l l asked Poole if he could feed her cat, which stayed 

in an upstairs bedroom while she and her husband were out of 
town at separate conferences. 

(4) O n Nov. 2, 2004, Poole used the key that Mrs. Turnbul l had given 
h i m a n d headed upstairs to the room in which the T u r n b u l l s 
kept the cat. 

(5) Neither Poole nor Mrs. T u r n b u l l realized that Mr. T u r n b u l l had 
returned home after finding out that his conference had been 
canceled at the last minute. 

(6) Poole tripped over one of the children's toys and made a loud noise 
as he was going up the stairs. 

(7) Turnbu l l heard the noise and took a Hcensed gun from his drawer. 
(8) T u r n b u l l shot at Poole just as he was about to enter the room where 

the cat stayed. 
(9) T h e bullet hit Poole in the chest and back and killed h im almost 

instantly. 

Negative Characterization; Death I m m i n e n t (Aneurysm) 

(1) E d w a r d Poole was released from prison after serving an 18-year 
sentence for the rape of an 11-year-old girl. 

(2) Poole was living in a neighborhood with an old friend who had also 
recentiy been released after serving a 6-year sentence for armed robbery. 

(3) O n Nov. 2, 2004, Poole broke a window in the house of J o h n Turnbull 
with a baseball bat and headed upstairs toward the room of his 
youngest daughter. 

(4) T u r n b u l l heard the noise and took a licensed gun from his drawer. 
(5) T u r n b u l l shot at Poole just as he was about to enter the girl's room. 
(6) T h e bullet hit Poole in the back and chest and killed h im almost 

instantly. 
(7) T h e autopsy conducted on Poole showed that he had suffered a brain 

aneurysm almost at the same time that he was shot by Turnbul l . Thus , 
Poole would have died even if T u r n b u l l had not shot him. 

Negative Characterization; Death Delayed (Bra in T u m o r ) 

(1) Edward Poole was released from prison after serving an 18-year 
sentence for the rape of an 11-year-old girl. 
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(2) Poole was living in a neighborhood with an old friend who had also 
recently been released after serving a 6-year sentence for armed 
robbery. 

(3) O n Nov. 2, 2004, Poole broke a window in the house of J o h n Turnbul l 
with a baseball bat and headed upstairs toward the room of his 
youngest daughter. 

(4) T u r n b u l l heard the noise and took a licensed gun from his drawer. 
(5) T u r n b u l l shot at Poole just as he was about to enter the girl's room. 
(6) T h e bullet hit Poole in the back and chest and killed h im almost 

instantly. 
(7) T h e autopsy conducted on Poole showed that he had an advanced, 

inoperab le b r a i n tumor that would have k i l l ed h i m with in two 
weeks. T h u s , Poole would have d ied soon even i f T u r n b u l l h a d 
not shot h im. 

Negative Characterization; Shot Dead 

(1) E d w a r d Poole was released f r o m prison after serving an 18-year 
sentence for the rape of an 11-year-old girl. 

(2) Poole was living in a ne ighborhood with an old f r i end who h a d 
also recentiy been released after serving a 6-year sentence for armed 
robbery. 

(3) O n Nov. 2, 2004, Poole broke a window in the house of J o h n T u m b u l l 
with a baseball bat and headed upstairs toward the room of his youngest 
daughter. 

(4) T u r n b u l l heard the noise and took a licensed gun from his drawer. 
(5) T u r n b u l l shot at Poole just as he was about to enter the girl's room. 
(6) T h e bullet hit Poole in the back and chest and killed h im almost 

instantly. 


