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ABSTRACT

Political polarization in the United States now entails partisan outgroup moral derogation.  In

order to examine the roles of political extremity, fairness, and political symmetry on out-party

moral derogation, I employed the Ultimatum Game paradigm (n= 1070) where participants

received fair or unfair offers by an in-party or out-party member.  Results showed that

self-identified moderate partisans morally derogated out-party members, even after being treated

fairly.  Additionally, these effects were politically symmetric.  This suggests that political party

identification can supersede other relevant information when making a moral judgment about a

person, even for those who are not politically extreme and for those on the political left as well

as the political right.
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Section 1 - Introduction

In recent years, political parties in the United States have become increasingly polarized,

with stronger party affiliation coinciding with more animosity toward, and greater perceived

social distance from, opposition party members (Abramowitz & Saunders, 2008; Iyengar, Sood,

& Lelkes, 2012; Iyengar & Westwood, 2015; Pew Research Center, 2014; Pew Research Center,

2016).  Since 2017, distaste for outgroup parties in the United States has surpassed that found in

every comparable nation (Boxell et al., 2020).  In fact, since 2012, outgroup party hate has1

become more prominent than ingroup party love (Abramowitz & Webster, 2016; Finkel et al.,

2020).

Strikingly, partisans do not merely dislike opposition party members, but see them as

immoral (Clifford, 2018; Finkel et al., 2020; Garrett & Bankert, 2018; Tappin & McKay, 2019).

Consequently, partisans are unlikely to date or marry each other (Huber & Malhorta, 2017;

Iyengar, Sood, & Lelkes, 2012), are more implicitly and explicitly biased towards each other

(Iyengar & Westwood, 2015), and feel more threatened by and afraid of each other (Pew

Research Center, 2016).  It is not surprising then that Finkel and colleagues (2020) caution that

moral derogation across party lines poses a threat to democracy, through an inability for

democratic processes to resolve national challenges.  More worrying, however, is the association

of moral derogation with disgust (Giner-Sorolla & Chapman, 2017), punishment (Chapman et

al., 2009), and dehumanization (Bandura, 1999; Bastian et al., 2011), which scholars contend

coincide with antecedents of atrocities in the 20th century (i.e. Nazism in Germany;

1 Measured by a “feeling thermometer” scale, ranging from 0⁰ (cold) to 50⁰ (neutral) to 100⁰ (warm; Abramowitz &
Webster, 2016; Finkel et al., 2020).
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Matsumoto et al., 2015).

But many important questions remain.  Do all partisans regard outgroup party members as

immoral or just extreme partisans?  Do moral or fair actions by outgroup party members mitigate

moral derogation?  Do liberals and conservatives differ in their propensity to morally derogate

outgroup party members?  Answers to these questions are of the utmost importance, as they may

represent harbingers of an unsettling new American political milieu.

Political moderation remains high in the American public at large (Fiorini et al., 2006).  It

may be that as long as political moderation continues as the status quo, the more dangerous

elements of moral derogation will be curtailed.  This is a comforting thought, given that the most

calamitous political outcomes (totalitarian oppression, genocide, and war) tend to be the result of

political extremism (i.e. Nazism in Germany or Bolshevism in Russia).  In addition, research

finds that moral derogation typically occurs in response to immoral actions (Reeder & Brewer,

1979; Uhlmann et al., 2015).  In studies using the Ultimatum Game paradigm (Güth et al., 1982),

for example, moral condemnation of an individual increases only as the unfair actions of that

individual increase (Chapman et al., 2009).  Being treated fairly by a political opponent should

then curtail the likelihood of moral censure of that opponent.  If this is the case, promoting fair

treatment of political opposition may preempt continued polarization.  It may also be that the

threat of moral derogation only exists for one part of the political spectrum.  The political right

and left employ different criteria when making moral evaluations (Graham, Haidt, & Nosek,

2009).  Conservatives more than liberals adopt viewpoints such as authoritarianism and social

dominance orientation (Jost et al., 2003).  The potential problem of moral derogation and
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political extremity, therefore, may be more easily remedied if it exists only on the political right.

Addressing these questions, of the influence of political extremism on moral derogation, the

relationship between fair treatment and moral derogation, and the politico-spectral symmetry

involved, is necessary for understanding the antecedents of moral derogation in a polarized

political context, and potentially for avoiding the worst social and political outcomes.

Political Extremism

Extreme political views have become more common (Moss & O'Connor, 2020).  Extreme

partisans are more dogmatic (Harris & Van Bavel, 2021), more certain of the superiority of their

beliefs (Harris & Van Bavel, 2021; Toner et al., 2013), and more intolerant of dissimilar groups

(Brandt et al., 2014) than moderate partisans.  Hatemi and colleagues (2019) found that political

ideology is an antecedent of moral judgment, suggesting more extreme political ideologies form

the basis of more extreme moral evaluations.  Because extreme partisanship goes hand in hand

with outgroup intolerance, and because extreme ideology entails extreme moral judgments, we

would expect only extreme partisans to morally derogate outgroup party members.

Because ideology has also become increasingly indistinguishable from political party, even

moderate partisans are more ideologically distant from out-party members than in previous

years.  While moderate Democrats traditionally held some politically conservative beliefs, and

moderate Republicans some politically liberal beliefs, this is no longer the case (Pew Research

Center, 2014).  Democrats and Republicans have become more consistently liberal and

conservative respectively, sharing fewer opinions across ideological boundaries

3



(Abramowitz & Saunders, 2008; Pew Research Center, 2014).  Even moderate partisans now

lack ideological diversity, becoming “moderate” simply because their views are more

mainstream than extreme partisans.  Could it be that greater ideological consistency, combined

with increasing ideological distance between parties, means that even self-identified moderates

now see outgroup party members as immoral?  The moralization of ideology might mean that,

even for moderates, those who deviate from the party line are ipso facto immoral.

Moral Judgment and Fairness

Fairness considerations are instrumental in political and moral decision-making (de Waal,

1996; Haidt & Joseph, 2004; Tooby, Guzmán, & Cosmides, 2019; Magalhães &

Aguiar-Conraria, 2019; Rodon & Sanjaume-Calvet, 2020); moral derogation increases as fair

treatment decreases (Chapman et al., 2009; Güth et al., 1982).  Participants will even act against

their own self-interest to punish unfair behavior (Camerer, 2003).  However, moral derogation is

typically based on the individual actions of others.  Contrary to moral judgment of individual

actions, research on intergroup moral derogation typically occurs in contexts where party

affiliation is the sole indicator of moral character.  Moral or immoral actions should provide

relevant information by which to judge moral character than party affiliation alone.  If treated

fairly, even extreme partisans may deem out-partisans moral.

If political identity is the sole basis of moral evaluation, however, partisans may morally

derogate out-party members despite a fair offer. Brewer (1999), for example, suggested that

moral superiority was a key feature of outgroup hostility and derogation.  If moral
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superiority is the basis for intergroup judgment, then the individual actions of the outgroup

members should play no role in their moral evaluation.  Morally derogating out-party members,

without regard for fair treatment, would then suggest that partisans do not consider out-party

members as individuals, but render them solely in terms of their party affiliation (and morally

culpable by association).

Political Symmetry

Ongoing debate on the tendency of conservatives or liberals to adopt extreme ideologies

continues.  Some argue that conservatives are more inclined to political extremity (Jost et al.,

2003), while others argue this proclivity is equally distributed between the political left and right

(Greenberg & Jonas, 2003). When considering moral derogation, however, liberals and

conservatives maintain different criteria in determining whether an act is moral or not (Graham,

Haidt, & Nosek, 2009).  Liberals value fairness more when making such judgments while

conservatives value ingroup loyalty and authority (Kivikangas, Lönnqvist, & Ravaja, 2017;

Kugler, Jost, & Noorbaloochi, 2014).  We would expect liberals then to reward fair treatment

more than conservatives (even for outgroup partisans).  By this thinking, because ingroup loyalty

is a foundation of their moral values, conservatives should morally derogate outgroup partisans

more than liberals regardless of the fairness of the offer.

If, however, liberals and conservatives morally derogate out-party members equally, then

moral derogation is not the result of moral values, or of the actions of the other, but rather based

merely on group identification.  Greene (2013), for instance, suggests that the intuitions
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responsible for moral values are suited primarily for intergroup, rather than intragroup,

relationships.  Thus liberals and conservatives orient themselves in terms of tribal competition,

disregarding any moral values (such as the importance of fairness) that would otherwise shape

their evaluations.  This creates the us versus them distinction common in national, ethnic, or

religious cleavages (Berreby, 2005; Greene, 2013).

The Present Study

In this study, we seek to understand the effects of political extremity, fair treatment, and

political affiliation on the moral derogation of out-partisans.  In an attempt to answer the

questions mentioned above, we manipulate the fairness of an offer a participant receives in the

Ultimatum Game (UG; Güth et al., 1982) within a political intergroup versus intragroup context.

By also measuring participant self-identified political affiliation and extremity, we examine the

confluence of these factors on outgroup moral derogation with regard to variation in fair

treatment in the UG.

In the UG, an experimenter allots one player (the proposer) an amount (usually $10) that

must be divided between themselves and another player (the responder).  The responder can

either accept or reject the proposed division (the offer).  If the responder accepts the offer (for

example, a proposed 9:1 split) then the responder receives $1 and the proposer keeps $9.  If the

responder rejects the offer, then both players receive nothing.  According to Chapman and

colleagues (2009), reacting to unfairness in the UG involves moral judgment; players experience

more moral emotions the more unfair the offer.  Players in the UG are willing to act
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against their self-interest because it is more important that they morally derogate their partner for

unfairness than benefit themselves.  The UG is an ideal paradigm, because it allows participants

to use both the fair or unfair behavior of their partner, as well as the party affiliation of their

partner, in order to make a moral judgment about them.  The UG also provides a behavioral

corollary of moral derogation (in the rejection of the offer).  If political extremity has an effect

on out-party moral derogation, moral derogation should, therefore, mediate the relationship

between political extremity and rejection for out-party members.
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Section 2 - Method

Participants. Undergraduate students from a major public university in the southeastern United

States participated (N = 1230).  Institutional review board approval was acquired and informed

consent was obtained from all participants before data collection commenced.  Power analysis

was conducted using the pwr package (Champely, 2017) in R, version 3.6.2, suggesting 1110

participants were required to obtain a small-to-medium effect size (Cohen’s d = .30; β = .80; α =

.05).  Participants were recruited through the participant pool in the Department of Psychology.

Missing data was handled using list-wise deletion, which excluded 160 participants, leaving a

final total of 1070 (Mage = 18.81; SDage = 1.26; Female = 670; White = 834).  578

self-identified as conservatives, while 492 self-identified as liberals.  Random assignment

resulted in 536 receiving offers from outgroup party members and 534 from ingroup party

members.  Additionally, random assignment to three fairness conditions occurred: 5:5 (fair; n =

359), 6:4 (unfair; n = 352), and 7:3 (very unfair; n = 359).

Procedure. After initial consent, random assignment to six conditions occurred: a 2 (Democrat

or Republican opponent) × 3 (5:5, 6:4, or 7:3 UG offer) between-subjects design.  Participants

chose an avatar to reflect their political affiliation, and were subsequently presented with an

avatar representing their UG partner’s political affiliation.  The participant was led to believe

they would be interacting with another person, though this was a deception.

Participants were then presented with the rules of the game and designated as the responder

(rather than the proposer).  A screen appeared for 15 seconds indicating that their partner
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(the proposer) was deciding on an offer, after which an offer was presented with options to

accept or reject.  The next screen showed received amounts of partner and participant, based on

the decision to accept or reject.  Participants then made a moral judgment of their partner after

the game.

Measures. Political Affiliation. One item had participants self-report their political affiliation

by indicating on a 10-point scale whether they were slightly to extremely liberal or conservative.

For this measure, both slight and extreme conservatives were coded as merely conservative (and

likewise for liberals).  This resulted in 578 conservatives and 492 liberals.

Political Extremity. The same item used for the political affiliation measure was used to measure

political extremity.  Participants indicated whether they were: “slightly,” “somewhat,”

“moderately,” “very,” or “extremely,” liberal or conservative.  For this measure, whether the

participant indicated liberal or conservative was ignored, and only their degree of political

affiliation was coded.  For example, participants indicating they were “slightly conservative” and

“slightly liberal” were both coded similarly as “slightly” (and likewise for the other degrees of

political affiliation), with “slightly” coded as “1,” and “extremely” as “5,” M = 2.62, SD = 1.22.

Outgroup Status. Participants were randomly assigned to be presented with a partner avatar

representing either the Democratic Party or the Republican Party.  This resulted in 534

participants presented with an ingroup party image (liberals, n = 244; conservatives, n = 290),

and 536 presented with an outgroup party image (liberals, n = 248; conservatives, n = 288).

Fairness. Participants were also randomly assigned to respond to different offers allegedly

proposed by their partners.  359 participants responded to a 5:5 offer (fair; liberals, n = 165;
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conservatives, n = 194; ingroup, n = 180; outgroup, n = 179), 352 responded to a 6:4 offer

(unfair; liberals, n = 162; conservatives, n = 190; ingroup, n = 175; outgroup, n = 177), and 359

responded to a 7:3 offer (very unfair; liberals, n = 165; conservatives, n = 194; ingroup, n = 179;

outgroup, n = 180).

Moral Derogation. Participants responded to an item with instructions, “Please answer the

following questions about your partner in this study using the scale below.  Please guess to the

best of your ability.”  A Likert-scale from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly Agree) was

provided alongside the statement, “My partner is a moral person.” M = 4.18, SD = 1.36.

Rejection. This measure reflects whether a participant chose to reject (rather than accept) the

offer in the UG (n = 493).
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Section 3 - Results

To reduce inflated error due to collinearity, all independent variables were mean-centered

(Cohen, Cohen, West & Aiken, 2003; Jaccard, Turrisi, & Wan, 1990).  Problems due to outliers

or collinearity were not found (variance inflation factors < 2; Cook’s Distances < 1).  Analyses

were conducted in R, version 3.6.2, using ordinary least squares estimation.

Political Extremity on Moral Derogation. Regression analysis found that political extremity

had no main effect on moral derogation (r = -0.054, SE = 0.034, t(1069) = -1.554, p = 0.120).

An ANOVA found that outgroup status, however, had a significant main effect on moral

derogation (F (1, 1068) = 13.854, p < 0.001, ηp
2 = 0.013)  Outgroup partisans (M = 4.026, SD =

1.372) were morally derogated more than ingroup partisans (M = 4.333, SD = 1.327, see Figure

1).  Notably, a significant two-way interaction emerged between political extremity and outgroup

status on moral derogation (b = -0.400, SE = 0.067, t(1069) = -5.931, p < 0.001).  Significant

interactions were probed by conducting simple slope analyses and by plotting the interaction

(Aiken & West, 1991; Cohen et al., 2003; Jaccard et al., 1990).  Analyses of simple slopes

revealed that for those playing with an outgroup partner, the effect of political extremity on

moral derogation was significant (b = -0.256, SE = 0.048, t(1069) = -5.291, p < 0.001).  Political

extremity, therefore, had an effect on out-party moral derogation (see Figure 2).  However, for

those playing with an ingroup partner, there was a significant effect of political extremity on

moral derogation in the opposite direction (b = 0.144, SE = 0.047, t(1069) = -2.232, p = 0.026;

see Figure 2).  In addition, contrast coding was used to probe effects for self-identified
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Figure 1. Error bars represent standard errors.
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Figure 2.
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moderate partisans (coded as 3 on a 5-point scale).  The contrast (0, 0, -1, 0, 0, 0, 0, 1, 0, 0)

found a significant effect of outgroup status on moral derogation (F (1, 1060)= 5.264, p = 0.022,

ηp
2 = 0.005).  Moderate partisans, therefore, morally derogated outgroup party members (M =

3.962, SD = 1.323) compared to ingroup party members (M = 4.285, SD = 1.404, see Figure 3).

Fairness on Moral Derogation. Consistent with previous literature (Camerer, 2003), an

ANOVA showed a significant main effect of fairness on moral derogation (F (2, 1067)= 46.130,

p < 0.001, ηp
2 = 0.080; see Figure 4).  Those who received fair treatment (M = 4.688, SD =

1.195) morally derogated less than the average of those who were treated unfairly (M = 4.080,

SD = 1.318) and very unfairly (M = 3.769, SD = 1.392; F (1, 1067)= 81.838, p < 0.001, ηp
2 =

0.071); those who were treated unfairly morally derogated more than those who were treated

fairly (F (1, 1067)= 10.091, p =0.002, ηp
2 = 0.009; see Figure 4). There was no two-way

interaction between fairness and outgroup status though (F (2, 1064) = 2.183, p = 0.113).

Hence, a contrast (-1, 1, 0, 0, 0, 0) found the effect of outgroup status on moral derogation

remained, even for those who received fair treatment (F (1, 1064)= 10.293, p = 0.001, ηp
2 =

0.010).  For those who received fair treatment, outgroup partisans (M = 4.480, SD = 1.210) were

morally derogated more than ingroup partisans (M = 4.894, SD = 1.146; see Figure 5).  The

interaction of political extremity and outgroup status on moral derogation also did not change

across levels of fairness; the three-way interaction of political extremity, outgroup status, and

fairness on moral derogation was not significant (b = 0.025, SE = 0.081,
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Figure 3. Error bars represent standard errors.
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Figure 4. Error bars represent standard errors.
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Figure 5. Error bars represent standard errors.
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t(1069) = .308, p = 0.758). The simple slopes of the political extremity and outgroup status

interaction on moral derogation, therefore, remained significant for those who received fair

treatment (b = -0.370, SE = 0.115, t(1069) = -3.232, p = 0.001; see Figure 6), for those who

received unfair treatment (b = -0.402, SE = 0.115, t(1069) = -3.510, p < 0.001; see Figure 7), and

for those who received very unfair treatment (b = -0.322, SE = 0.116, t(1069) = -2.775, p =

0.006; see Figure 8).

Political Affiliation, Political Extremity, and Moral Derogation. An ANOVA found that

political affiliation had a small main effect on moral derogation (F (1, 1068) = 4.384, p = 0.037,

ηp
2 = 0.004), in that liberals (M = 4.085, SD = 1.318) morally derogated more than conservatives

(M = 4.260, SD = 1.388; see Figure 9).  Political affiliation did not have an effect on political

extremity as predicted (F (1, 1072) = 0.284, p = 0.594). No two-way interaction emerged

between political affiliation and outgroup status on moral derogation (F (1, 1068) = 0.915, p =

0.339).   Additionally, a multiple regression analysis found no three-way interaction between

political affiliation, political extremity, and outgroup status on moral derogation (b = -0.067, SE

= 0.136, t(1069) = -0.497, p = 0.620).  An ANOVA found a significant three-way interaction

emerged between political affiliation, fairness, and outgroup status on moral derogation (F (2,

1058) = 10.366, p = 0.045, ηp
2 = 0.006).  To probe the interaction, two simultaneous contrasts

found that, for those who received fair treatment, there was an interaction of political affiliation

and out-group status on moral derogation (contrast -1, 1, 0, 0, 0, 0, 0, 0, 0, 0, 0, 0; contrast 0, 0,

0, 0, 0, 0, 1, -1, 0, 0, 0, 0), F (2, 1058) = 6.921, p = 0.001, ηp
2 = 0.013; see Figure 10.  That is,

liberals morally derogated out-party members (M = 4.329, SD = 1.166) compared to in-party
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Figure 6.
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Figure 7.
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Figure 8.
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Figure 9. Error bars represent standard errors.
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members (M = 5.024, SD = 1.104; contrast -1, 1, 0, 0, 0, 0, 0, 0, 0, 0, 0, 0; F (1, 1058) = 12.653,

p < 0.001, ηp
2 = 0.012) more than conservatives morally derogated out-party members (M =

4.608, SD = 1.238) compared to in-party members (M = 4.784, SD = 1.175; contrast 0, 0, 0, 0, 0,

0, 1, -1, 0, 0, 0, 0; F (1, 1058) = 1.189, p = 0.276; see Figure 10).  A multiple regression

analysis found no significant three-way interaction between political affiliation, political

extremity, and outgroup status on moral derogation (b = -0.067, SE = 0.136, t(1069) = -0.497, p

= 0.620).

Mediation by Moral Derogation on Rejection. Moral derogation fully mediated the effect of

outgroup status on rejection of the offer in the UG, with the outgroup status → moral derogation

path moderated by political extremity (Figure 11).  Conditional indirect effects, bootstrap

standard error coefficients, and bootstrap confidence intervals were estimated using the

PROCESS macro (Model 7) in SPSS with 5,000 bootstrap samples (Hayes, 2013).  The

conditional indirect effect of the outgroup status → moral derogation → rejection path for low

political extremity (-1 SD) is non-significant (b = 0.067, SE = 0.043, 95% CI = [-0.155, 0.016]).

The conditional indirect effects of the outgroup status → moral derogation → rejection path for

mean political extremity (b = -0.114, SE = 0.035, 95% CI = [0.054, 0.190]) and high political

extremity (+1 SD; b = -0.295, SE = 0.061, 95% CI = [0.187, 0.430]) were significant.  There

was no direct effect of outgroup status on rejection (b = -0.046, SE = 0.127, 95% CI = [-0.294,

0.203]).  There were direct effects of outgroup status on moral derogation (b = 0.304,
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Figure 10. Error bars represent standard errors
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SE = 0.081, 95% CI = [0.115, 0.463]), political extremity on moral derogation (b = -0.255, SE =

0.048, 95% CI = [-0.350, -0.161]), and the outgroup status by political extremity on moral

derogation (b = 0.400, SE = 0.067, 95% CI = [0.268, 0.533]).  There was also a direct effect of

moral derogation on rejection (b = -0.376, SE = 0.050, 95% CI = [0.268, 0.533]).  There were no

total effects of outgroup status on rejection (b = -0.147, SE = 0.123, 95% CI = [-0.388, 0.093]),

political extremity on rejection (b = 0.097, SE = 0.073, 95% CI = [-0.046, 0.239]), and the

interaction of outgroup status and political extremity (b = 0.083, SE = 0.102, 95% CI = [-0.282,

0.117]).

Additionally, moral derogation fully mediated the effect of outgroup status on rejection of the

offer in the UG, with the outgroup status → moral derogation path moderated by political

extremity and the moral derogation → rejection path moderated by fairness (PROCESS Model

21; Figure 12).  Fairness was indicator coded so that fair treatment (5:5) was the reference

category.  The conditional indirect effects of the outgroup status → moral derogation → rejection

path for low political extremity (-1 SD) when treatment was fair (5:5; b = -0.203, SE = 0.039,

95% CI = [-0.122, 0.040]), unfair (6:4; b = 0.302, SE = 0.027, 95% CI = [-0.008, 0.092]), and

very unfair (7:3; b = 0.049, SE = 0.036, 95% CI = [-0.013, 0.132]) were non-significant.  The

conditional indirect effect of the outgroup status → moral derogation → rejection path for mean

political extremity when treatment was fair (5:5; b = 0.035, SE = 0.052, 95% CI = [-0.067,

0.144]) was non-significant.  The conditional indirect effects of the outgroup status → moral

derogation → rejection path for mean political extremity when treatment was unfair (6:4; b =

-0.052, SE = 0.031, 95% CI = [-0.120, -0.002])
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Figure 11. Conceptual diagram of the mediation by moral derogation of outgroup

status on rejection of offer in the UG, moderated by political extremity.

26



and very unfair (7:3; b = -0.084, SE = 0.038, 95% CI = [-0.169, -0.022]) were significant.

The conditional indirect effect of the outgroup status → moral derogation → rejection path for

high political extremity (+1 SD) when treatment was fair (5:5; b = -0.090, SE = 0.132, 95% CI =

[-0.164, 0.364]) was non-significant.   The conditional indirect effects of the outgroup status →

moral derogation → rejection path for high political extremity (+1 SD) when treatment was

unfair (6:4; b = -0.133, SE = 0.073, 95% CI = [-0.290, -0.005]) and very unfair  (7:3; b = -0.216,

SE = 0.080, 95% CI = [-0.388, -0.073]) were significant.

There was no direct effect of outgroup status on rejection (b = -0.175, SE = 0.152, 95% CI

[-0.472, 0.123]).  There was also no direct effect of moral derogation (b = 0.114, SE = 0.165,

95% CI [-0.210, 0.437] or the interaction of moral derogation by fairness (dummy-coded as fair

versus unfair; b = -0.284, SE = 0.185, 95% CI [-0.646, 0.079]) on rejection.  However, there

were significant direct effects of fairness (dummy-coded as fair versus unfair; b = 2.728, SE =

0.248, 95% CI [2.242, 3.213]), fairness (dummy-coded as unfair versus very unfair; b = 3.589,

SE = 0.256, 95% CI [3.087, 4.091]), and the interaction of moral derogation by fairness

(dummy-coded as unfair versus very unfair; b = -0.389, SE = 0.189, 95% CI [-0.759, -0.018]) on

rejection.

However, there were significant direct effects of fairness (dummy-coded as fair versus unfair;

b = 2.728, SE = 0.248, 95% CI [2.242, 3.213]), fairness (dummy-coded as unfair versus very

unfair; b = 3.589, SE = 0.256, 95% CI [3.087, 4.091]), and the interaction of moral derogation by

fairness (dummy-coded as unfair versus very unfair; b = -0.389, SE = 0.189, 95% CI [-0.759,

-0.018]) on rejection.
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Figure 12. Conceptual diagram of the mediation by moral derogation of outgroup

status on rejection of offer in the UG, moderated by political extremity and

fairness.
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Section 4 - Discussion

Although we expected political extremity to impact out-party moral derogation, we were

surprised to find that this effect did not change by being treated more or less fairly.  The finding

that as political extremity increases out-party moral derogation increases, even when treated

fairly, has important implications for political discourse.  This suggests that, as we become more

politically extreme, the actions of out-party members no longer factor into our moral evaluation

of them, reducing them to their political identity.  When our political opponents are immoral by

virtue of their political identity, obstacles set in the way of political cooperation and political

compromise may be difficult to overcome.

Although we expected extreme partisans to morally derogate out-party members, we were

also surprised to find that even those who self-identified as moderately partisan morally

derogated out-party members.  While those who ardently identify with their party may conflate

their moral and political identity, it is puzzling that those who only moderately identify with their

party still maintain that political disagreement in itself is immoral.  Moral derogation of political

opponents is more rampant than expected.

Given the previous research, it was also noteworthy that conservatives did not morally

derogate out-partisans more than liberals.  In fact, the only political asymmetry we were able to

discover was that liberals morally derogate more than conservatives (though the effect size was

small).  This was not, however, true for out-party members only, but true rather for out-party

members and in-party members alike.  There was also a greater in-partisan/out-partisan distance

between moral evaluations for those who were treated fairly for liberals versus conservatives

(Figure 10).  This too leaves us nonplussed, given that liberals value fairness more
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than conservatives (Kivikangas, Lönnqvist, & Ravaja, 2017; Kugler, Jost, & Noorbaloochi,

2014).

More importantly, political extremity caused moral derogation of out-party members, and

that moral derogation led to a behavioral manifestation (rejection).  As partisans become more

politically extreme, they engage in a moral reductionism which ignores the individual actions of

political opponents and reduces them to their political identity alone.  This reductionism allows

for categorical moral derogation which results in behavioral outcomes directed toward that

category (political identity, in this case).

However, political extremity did not directly lead to rejection of out-party members’ offers.2

It is also important to note that moral derogation only led to rejection of the offer for moderate to

extreme partisans who received unfair or very unfair offers, even though political extremity led

to moral derogation regardless of fairness of offer.  This may suggest that, for moderate to

extreme partisans, the political affiliation of others trumps their actions when evaluating their

moral character, but not when deciding how to respond to them behaviorally.

Some threats to ecological validity provide limitations.  Because participants did not

receive actual money from the distributions in the game, the stakes of their decisions were much

lower.  Additionally, because this study was conducted with a convenience sample of university

undergraduates in an introductory psychology course, our ability to generalize findings to the

American public remain limited.  This latter limitation is due in large part to the restricted range

in age of the participants, as younger voters tend to have unstable political opinions and limited

2 This suggests a suppression effect, as described by (Rucker et al., 2011), wherein an unmeasured
opposite sign indirect effect leads to non-significant total effect.
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political experience (Peterson et al., 2020; Strother et al., 2021).  Future studies are planned to

address these limitations by providing payoffs to participants based on offers in the game and by

acquiring a more representative sample through online participant pools.
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