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A sample of 1,043 participants from 3 regions in the Global South (South and Southeast
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Aggression and Peace Survey (PAIRTAPS). Participants’ descriptions of what they
would want to do if directly exposed to 3 specific human rights violations (torturing a
prisoner, bombing civilians, and beating antiwar protestors) were coded for personal
agency (prosocial or nonprosocial). In addition, their arguments concerning whether
countries have a right to invade other countries and torture suspects, and whether
civilians have a right to protest, were coded for moral disengagement and engagement.
As predicted, moral engagement was positively correlated with prosocial agency and
with belief in a right to protest, and negatively correlated with nonprosocial agency and
with beliefs in the acceptability of state-perpetrated invasion and torture. When scores
for activists versus nonactivists were compared, activists showed more prosocial
agency on behalf of human rights, lower nonprosocial agency on behalf of those rights,
and more moral engagement regarding the right to protest than nonactivists.

Keywords: moral agency, moral disengagement, Global South, Personal and Institutional Rights
to Aggression and Peace Survey

Despite the codification in international law
of a number of “universal and inalienable”
rights and freedoms—for example, freedom

from torture, freedom from cruel and inhu-
man behavior, and freedom to assemble
peacefully—widespread human rights viola-
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tions are reported regularly by the United
Nations Office of the High Commissioner for
Human Rights (n.d.). Nault and England
(2011) have argued that human rights abuses are
particularly serious, extensive, and sustained in
the developing world, which encompasses
much of the Global South; however, few re-
searchers have asked individuals from the
Global South about their views on human rights
and what they would want to do if directly
confronted by human rights violations. More-
over, as far as we know, outside of our own
research group, there has been little or no re-
search in the Global South analyzing perspec-
tives on human rights violations and potential
violations within a moral disengagement frame-
work. We address that gap in the current article,
sharing the voices of Global South participants
on selected human rights issues, while also con-
sidering the extent to which Bandura’s (1999;
2002a) theories of moral agency and moral dis-
engagement shed light on patterns within those
voices.
Human rights violations are often carried out

with the participation and compliance of a large
portion of the civil society under the governance
or control of the perpetrators of those violations.
What factors underlie such participation and
compliance? How is it that so many people
come to tolerate inhumane behaviors that vio-
late international law and the ethic of reciproc-
ity found in all major religions (e.g., Malley-
Morrison, Oh, Wu, & Zaveri, 2009)? What
psychological processes are involved when peo-
ple condone or at least fail to resist human rights
violations yet still consider themselves to be
moral individuals? Why do some people but not
others actively assemble in protest when their
leaders perpetrate violence and violate human
rights? Not only are such questions rarely asked
in the Global South, but there is a particular
paucity of research from the perspective of
moral disengagement and moral exclusion the-
ories, which have yielded provocative findings in
studies in industrialized nations considered part of
“the West” (e.g., Aquino, Reed, Thau, & Freeman,
2007; Cohrs, Maes, Moschner, & Kielmann, 2003;
Cohrs, Moschner, Maes, & Kielmann, 2004;
Coryn & Borshuk, 2006; McAlister, Bandura,
& Owen, 2006). The purpose of the current
study is to examine, in a sample from the Global
South, (a) the relationships of moral disengage-
ment and moral engagement to themes of moral

agency in regard to hypothetical human rights
violations, and (b) the extent to which activists
differ from nonactivists in moral agency, moral
disengagement, and moral engagement. Our
study thereby contributes both to understanding
perspectives on human rights violations in the
Global South and to the construct validation of
Bandura’s theory of moral agency and moral
disengagement.

Bandura’s Moral Constructs and Human
Rights Activism

Personal Agency

Protesting against human rights violations
and potential human rights violations (likely to
occur in armed conflicts) requires personal
agency, the capacity to exercise control over the
nature and quality of one’s life, viewed by Al-
bert Bandura as the universal “essence of hu-
manness” (Bandura, 2001, p. 1). The core fea-
tures of that essence of humanness include
intentionality, “a representation of a future
course of action to be performed” (p. 6), fore-
thought, and self-regulation. Individuals guided
by proactive moral agency base “their sense of
self-worth so strongly on human convictions
and social obligations that they act against what
they regard as unjust or immoral even though
their actions may incur heavy personal costs”
(Bandura, 1999, p. 194).
Bandura emphasizes that the central core of

personal agency is perceived efficacy, the belief
that one can make a difference in this world
through one’s behavior. In his view, perceived
efficacy is powerful not only because it affects
behavior directly but also because it has an
indirect effect through its influence on goals,
motivations, emotional responsiveness, and ex-
pectations for outcomes. Perceived efficacy has
been identified as a predictor of activism (e.g.,
antiwar activism and antinuclear arms race ac-
tivism) in a number of studies (e.g., Fiske, 1987;
Gilbert, 1988) and is of particular interest in the
current study because of its theoretical associa-
tion with moral disengagement and engagement
and its demonstrated contribution to resistance
to human rights violations, especially against
people not viewed as entitled to human rights
protections.
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Moral Agency, Moral Disengagement, and
Moral Exclusion

Bandura (e.g., 2002b) appears to view the
development of a moral self, a self with stan-
dards for right and wrong that guide behavior,
as a universal capability that can be derailed
through processes of moral disengagement
(which is also presumably universal). In his
view, moral disengagement involves uncon-
scious processes that allow people to commit
inhumane and immoral actions and still think of
themselves as moral individuals. More specifi-
cally, he suggests that when individuals commit
injurious acts, they generally try to legitimize or
excuse their behavior in order to avoid feeling
guilt, regret, negative emotions, and/or other
self-sanctions.
Bandura (1999) identified four major groups

of moral disengagement mechanisms, involv-
ing: (a) the cognitive reconstruction of inhu-
mane or harmful behavior to make it seem more
benign; (b) misrepresenting, minimizing, and/or
disregarding the negative consequences of the
behavior; (c) removing or obscuring personal
responsibility for the behavior; and (d) devalu-
ing the other—for example, through dehuman-
ization and blaming the victim. He has devoted
much less attention to moral engagement,
equating it in some studies (e.g., Bandura, Ca-
prara, Barbaranelli, Pastorelli, & Regalia, 2001)
simply with low levels of moral disengagement.
In our own work, we have posited a matching
set of moral engagement processes that facili-
tate rather than interfere with moral agency.
This parallel set of sociocognitive moral en-
gagement mechanisms consists of: (a) cognitive
integrity (e.g., commitment to universal ethical
principles such as the ethic of reciprocity); (b)
recognizing and appreciating consequences
(e.g., of violence and human rights violations);
(c) embracing responsibility (e.g., for confront-
ing human rights violations and aggression by
one’s government); and (d) valuing/humanizing
the other (Malley-Morrison, Hines, & McCar-
thy, 2013; Malley-Morrison, Mercurio, &
Twose, 2013). In our view, if the sociocognitive
processes involved in moral disengagement can
subvert moral agency, then perhaps the socio-
cognitive processes involved in moral engage-
ment can reinforce moral agency.
Cognitive reconstruction of harmful behav-

ior, the first major form of moral disengagement

described by Bandura, includes several more
specific processes: (a) moral justification
(which we prefer to call “pseudomoral justifi-
cation”), which involves cloaking inhumane be-
havior in the language of socially worthy or
moral purposes (e.g., “the war to end all wars”);
(b) advantageous comparison—comparing
one’s act of aggression to some other inhumane
behavior that seems worse, making the aggres-
sive act appear to be the best course of action,
considering the alternatives (e.g., historical
comparisons, cost-benefit calculations); and (c)
euphemistic labeling—using sanitizing or pas-
sive language, slang, or slurs to make one’s own
conduct appear benign or even respectable (e.g.,
enhanced interrogation techniques for torture,
collateral damage for slaughter of innocent ci-
vilians). Again, in our own work, we have iden-
tified three reciprocal processes characteristic of
cognitive integrity: (a) principled reasoning; (b)
disadvantaging comparisons (better alternatives
to violence); and (c) descriptive language
(avoiding what Bandura [1999] calls the “sani-
tizing” use of language characteristic of moral
disengagement).
A related theory with particular relevance to

human (and environmental) rights comes from
Susan Opotow’s work on the scope of justice
and moral exclusion. According to Opotow
(e.g., Opotow, 1990; Opotow, Gerson, &
Woodside, 2005), scope of justice refers to the
“psychological boundary within which con-
cerns about fairness govern our conduct” (Opo-
tow et al., 2005, p. 305). Individuals and groups
viewed as outside the scope of justice are con-
sidered to be morally excludable from moral
and human rights concerns, and not deserving
of protections from harms ranging from depri-
vation and exploitation to genocide. Among the
“symptoms” of moral exclusion identified by
Opotow et al (p. 307). are “disregarding, ignor-
ing, distorting, or minimizing injurious conse-
quences,” euphemistic language (“masking and
sanitizing harmful behavior and outcomes”),
dehumanization, victim-blaming, and diffusing
and displacing responsibility—all of which
echo the major mechanisms of moral disen-
gagement described by Bandura. Indeed, it can
be argued that minimizing consequences, dehu-
manization, victim-blaming, and diffusing/
displacing responsibility are not just symptoms
of moral exclusion but the driving social–
cognitive forces that underlie it, allowing whole
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groups of people to be excluded from respect
for their human rights.

Construct Validation Studies

Moral Disengagement, Human Rights
Beliefs, and Support for Violence

Research on moral disengagement has pro-
duced considerable support for its construct va-
lidity, at least in Western nations. These studies
have used rating scale items designed to reflect
the mechanisms of moral disengagement de-
scribed by Bandura. For the most part, they
have examined the associations of moral disen-
gagement with attitudes or beliefs supportive of
violence or deprivation of rights. For example,
McAlister (2001) found that moral disengage-
ment was positively correlated with support for
military bombings of the former Yugoslavia
and Iraq, and McAlister et al. (2006) found that
moral disengagement in the United States was
higher directly following 9/11 than before the
catastrophic events of that day; the higher the
moral disengagement, the greater the support
for retaliatory strikes against suspected terrorist
sites, and the stronger the support for bombing
Iraq. Subscale scores for moral justification,
minimization of consequences, and dehuman-
ization all contributed directly and significantly
to support for military force against Iraq.
In a university sample, Aquino et al. (2007)

found that moral disengagement was linked to
support for lethal punitive actions against per-
petrators of the 9/11 attacks and detainee abuse
in Iraq. In a second university sample, Aquino
et al. (2007) found that scores on their advan-
tageous comparison scale were negatively asso-
ciated with feelings such as guilt and shame
regarding the mistreatment of Iraqi prisoners by
American troops. In a related set of three studies
(Leidner, Castano, Zaiser, & Giner-Sorolla,
2010) conducted in the United States and
United Kingdom, participants responded to hy-
pothetical reports of mistreatment of prisoners
and civilians by coalition troops in the Iraq war.
Scores on two moral disengagement scales cre-
ated by Leidner et al.—minimization of conse-
quences and dehumanization—were negatively
associated with recommendations that the per-
petrators of mistreatment be punished. Regard-
ing the 1998–1999 war in Kosovo, Cohrs and
Moschner (2002) found, in a sample of German

university students, that scores on four types of
moral disengagement (minimizing negative
consequences related to NATO’s intervention,
denying responsibility of Western countries for
the war, blaming Yugoslavia for the problems,
and justifying intervention through presumed
positive motives) were strongly positively re-
lated to favorable evaluations of NATO’s inter-
vention in the area.
Relevant findings also come from studies of

moral disengagement in relation to support for
the death penalty, which is increasingly seen as
a form of violence that violates international
law (e.g., Dieter, 2002). McAlister, Bandura,
and Owen (cited in Osofsky, Bandura, & Zim-
bardo, 2005) found that the higher the moral
disengagement, the stronger the support for cap-
ital punishment, even when the hypothetical
defendants were mentally retarded and even
when respondents were given the option to en-
dorse life imprisonment without parole. In a
study of 246 prison personnel from three max-
imum-security penitentiaries where state execu-
tions were performed, Osofsky et al. (2005)
found that prison guards directly involved in the
execution process scored significantly higher on
moral disengagement than guards serving in a
support capacity to the condemned men and
their families, and guards not involved in the
execution process.

Moral Disengagement, Human Rights-
Related Behavior, and Activism

Bandura frames moral disengagement pri-
marily as a set of disinhibiting cognitive mech-
anisms that circumvent moral injunctions
against inhumane behavior and human rights
violations whereas Opotow frames moral exclu-
sion more as a set of symptoms of active in-
volvement in denying people their human
rights; however, both theorists emphasize the
importance of investigating sociomoral behav-
ior rather than cognition alone. Indeed, mecha-
nisms such as euphemistic language, dehuman-
ization, victim-blaming, and diffusion and
displacement of responsibility are not just forms
of social cognition serving to undermine self-
sanctions for injurious behavior; they are also
things that people can do, actions that individ-
uals, corporations, and leaders can undertake
deliberately to mask the immorality, inhuman-
ity, and threats to human rights inherent in their
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pursuit of some ethically unsound goal. Exam-
ples of morally disengaged behaviors have been
identified, for example, in the covering up of
responsibility for the Three Mile Island nuclear
accident (Bandura, Caprara, & Zsolnai, 2000)
and campaigns justifying environmental de-
struction on behalf of profits (Bandura, 2007).
Martín-Peña and Opotow (2011) have de-

scribed how the ETA (Euskadi ta Askatasuna;
Basque Homeland and Freedom, a terrorist sep-
aratist group in Spain) have used moral exclu-
sion tactics such as euphemisms, displacement
of responsibility, and blaming the victim in nar-
ratives designed to justify their violence against
individuals and organizations in Spain and their
disregard for human rights.
Several studies in Western nations have ex-

amined the extent to which scores on measures
of moral disengagement and moral exclusion
are predictive of various cruel and inhumane
behaviors. There is, for example, considerable
support for a positive association between
moral disengagement and bullying and other
forms of peer aggression (e.g., Caravita, Gini, &
Pozzoli, 2012; Obermann, 2011; Robson & Wi-
tenberg, 2013). Longitudinal studies support a
relationship between moral disengagement and
later violence and/or delinquency in adolescents
from both the United States (Hyde, Shaw, &
Moilanen, 2010) and Italy (Caprara, Fida, Vec-
chione, Tramontano, & Barbaranelli, 2009). In
a sample of ninth graders, McAlister, Ama,
Barroso, Peters, and Kelder (2000) found that
moral disengagement was positively related to
stated intentions to interfere with the rights of
other ethnic groups.
In regard to human rights violations and the

potential for war, relevant research on activ-
ism has focused more on perceived efficacy,
which we consider an indicator of moral
agency, than on moral disengagement. Fiske
(1987), based on her extensive review of lit-
erature from 1945 to the mid-1980s, reported
that although a substantial portion of people
believed nuclear war was possible and worri-
some, most of them did nothing. What distin-
guished antinuclear activists from the great
majority of Americans during that Cold War
period was not just a stronger belief in the
dangers of nuclear war but a sense of personal
efficacy, a belief that they could make a dif-
ference. Gilbert (1988), in his review of the
psychological literature on arms-control ac-

tivism, also emphasized the importance of
self-efficacy in activists, as well as the ten-
dency of nonactivists to rely on the moral
disengagement process of minimizing conse-
quences. Cole, Zucker, and Ostrove (1998)
found higher levels of self-perceived political
efficacy in a group of women who had been
student activists in the late 1960s as compared
with a group of nonactivist women from that
era. Spini and Doise (1998) found that per-
sonal involvement in activities supportive of
human rights was significantly positively re-
lated to such values as universalism and be-
nevolence, which are embedded in our criteria
for moral engagement, as well as to self-
direction (a set of values reflecting openness
to change, such as creativity, curiosity, inde-
pendence, and self-respect; we view this set
of values as an expression of perceived effi-
cacy/agency).

Moral Disengagement Research
Outside the West

The available literature provides some evi-
dence of the operation of moral disengagement
processes in nonwestern cultures. For example,
Grussendorf, McAlister, Sandstrom, Udd, and
Morrison (2002) examined attitudes of students
from high schools, colleges, and medical
schools from over 21 nations (including Colom-
bia, Ghana, India, and Peru from the Global
South). They found some evidence of moral
disengagement in response to a threat in all
countries, with India among the countries dis-
playing higher levels of moral disengagement
and Ghana among the countries displaying
lower levels. In an analysis of the life story
narratives of 12 left-wing terrorists in India,
Sarangi and Alison (2005) found that the use of
euphemistic language was common in the ter-
rorists’ justifications for their behavior.
Other than the research of our own team (dis-

cussed below), the limited research on moral dis-
engagement in the Global South has focused not
on broader issues of human rights and human
rights violations, but on more parochial concerns.
For example, in analyzing the responses of public
managers about their role in an unpopular public
project in South Africa, Naidoo (2014) showed
that they “exonerated their decision . . . by endow-
ing it with socially worthy purposes; euphemistic
labeling; displacing and diffusing responsibility;
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downplaying negative consequences; making fa-
vorable comparisons; and disparaging and blam-
ing opposing groups” (p. 108). Regarding inten-
tions to pirate software, Thatcher and Matthews
(2012) found differences in patterns of moral dis-
engagement between samples from South Africa
and Zambia. Based on field work in India and
Nigeria, Marquette (2012) demonstrated how peo-
ple who condemned corruption were able to par-
ticipate in it, justifying their behavior by pointing
out “the systematic nature of the corruption”
(p. 14).

The Group on International Perspectives
on Governmental Aggression and Peace

A major effort to elicit the human rights
views of ordinary people in the Global South
comes from the work of an international re-
search collaborative, the Group on International
Perspectives on Governmental Aggression and
Peace (GIPGAP), which administered the Per-
sonal and Institutional Rights to Aggression and
Peace Survey (PAIRTAPS) in more than 40
countries around the world. Preliminary find-
ings from this collaboration were published by
Praeger Security International/ABC/Clio in the
four volume series on State Violence and the
Right to Peace (Malley-Morrison, 2009a,
2009b, 2009c, 2009d), and by Springer in the
International Handbook on War, Torture, and
Terrorism (Malley-Morrison, Hines et al.,
2013) and the International Handbook on
Peace and Reconciliation (Malley-Morrison,
Mercurio et al., 2013).
The four-volume series published by Praeger

for an educated lay audience was dedicated to
sharing the “voices” of ordinary people con-
cerning issues of war and peace in their own
words without the imposition of any theoretical
frameworks. Grounded theory (Clarke, 2006;
Gilgun, 2005; Glaser, 1992) was used to iden-
tify major themes, and frequencies and percent-
ages of themes were reported for each nation.
No statistical analyses were conducted.
Chapters in the two handbooks published by

Springer for an academic audience were orga-
nized by broadly defined regions (e.g., Western
Europe, Africa, Asia Pacific) and by selected
survey items (e.g., definitions of war, torture,
and terrorism, and perspectives on invasion,
torture, and national security). Again, our em-

phasis was on the qualitative responses, but we
included some exploratory descriptive analyses.

The Current Study

Our work on these handbooks confirmed that
in every region of the world themes expressive
of moral disengagement and engagement could
be found in qualitative responses regarding state
violence and individual human rights. The cur-
rent article builds upon and extends this earlier
work. Specifically, this is our first examination
of relationships among measures of moral
agency regarding specific human rights viola-
tions (torture, killing civilians, and harming
peaceful protestors) and levels of moral disen-
gagement and engagement regarding violations
and potential violations of those rights. By test-
ing hypotheses derived from Bandura’s theory
using theoretically based coding systems for
qualitative responses, the study also contributes
to construct validation of the coding systems.
Bandura’s theory of moral disengagement

suggests that mechanisms of moral disengage-
ment (e.g., cognitive reconstruction of behav-
ior) short circuit moral agency and prevent self-
sanctions for unethical behavior; most of the
same mechanisms are viewed by Opotow as
symptoms of moral exclusion denying groups
of people their human rights. In a logical exten-
sion of these theories, we believe that reciprocal
mechanisms of moral engagement (e.g., cogni-
tive integrity and embracing personal responsi-
bility) facilitate an inclusive respect for human
rights and nonviolence. Western studies provid-
ing construct validity for moral disengagement
have provided evidence that (a) moral disen-
gagement is significantly positively related to
support for human rights violations (e.g., mis-
treatment of Iraqi detainees) and state aggres-
sion such as capital punishment; (b) moral dis-
engagement is associated with various forms of
antisocial agency such as bullying, delinquency,
violence, and intentions to interfere with the
rights of others; and (c) personal efficacy, pos-
ited by Bandura to be at the core of moral
agency, is a predictor of political activism—for
example, in regards to arms control. Moral dis-
engagement has been identified in qualitative
material in the Global South by our team and
others, but the posited relationship between
moral agency and moral disengagement/
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engagement has not been explored in the Global
South or elsewhere.

Research Hypotheses

Working within Bandura’s and Opotow’s
theoretical frameworks, and informed by rele-
vant research findings, largely from the West,
we investigated the following hypotheses in
samples from the Global South:

Hypothesis 1: Level of morally disengaged
reasoning regarding three rights issues
(torture, invasion, and protest) is

• positively correlated with belief in a state
right to invasion and torture;

• negatively correlated with belief in a right
to engage in peaceful protests;

• negatively correlated with prosocial agency
(an indicator of perceived efficacy) in re-
gard to specific human rights violations
(torturing suspects, killing civilians, and
harming peaceful protestors);

• positively correlated with nonprosocial
agency (encompassing passivity and anti-
social agency) in response to specific hu-
man rights violations (torturing suspects,
killing civilians, and harming peaceful
protestors).

Hypothesis 2: Level of morally engaged
reasoning regarding three rights issues
(torture, invasion, and protest) is

• negatively correlated with beliefs in state
rights to invasion and torture;

• positively correlated with belief in a human
right to engage in peaceful protests;

• positively correlated with prosocial agency
in regard to specific human rights viola-
tions;

• negatively correlated with nonprosocial
agency in response to specific human rights
violations.

Hypothesis 3: In regard to specific human
rights issues involving torture, invasion,
and protest, protestors, as compared to
people who have not engaged in any pro-
test activities, are characterized by

• higher levels of prosocial moral agency;
• lower levels of nonprosocial moral agency;
• higher levels of moral engagement;
• lower levels of moral disengagement.

Method

Participants

Our sample consisted of 1,043 participants
from eight countries from three regions in the
Global South: 250 from the Philippines, 186
from India, 102 from Brazil, 248 from Peru,
70 from Egypt, 44 from Ghana, 60 from Bo-
tswana, and 83 from South Africa. Each of the
countries in our Global South sample was
formerly occupied by Western nations: Brazil
(Portugal), Peru (Spain), The Philippines
(Spain and the United States), India (Great
Britain), Botswana (Great Britain), South Af-
rica (Great Britain and the Netherlands),
Egypt (France and Great Britain), and Ghana
(Great Britain and the Netherlands). Bo-
tswana is the most recent country in the sam-
ple to have gained independence (1966), pre-
ceded by Ghana in 1957, India in 1947, the
Philippines in 1946, Egypt in 1936, South
Africa in 1934, Brazil in 1822, and Peru in
1821.
Postindependence, arbitrary dictatorial rule

was present in the histories of Brazil, Egypt,
Peru, the Philippines, and Ghana. Present lead-
ership in Botswana has been called dictatorial
by some critics, as the same ruling party has
been in power for the past 40 years, despite
regular elections and a willingness of the gov-
ernment to speak out in favor of democratic
reform across the continent (Amnesty Interna-
tional, 2013). Human rights violations are part
of the current sociopolitical climate in all of
these nations, and acts of violence such as tor-
ture, unlawful arrest, and confrontational pro-
tests occur in every country.
Participants were recruited through a number

of means to take the PAIRTAPS, including per-
sonal networking, linking the survey to various
websites, and recruiting from college classes.
Most of the participants completed paper-and-
pencil versions of the PAIRTAPS but partici-
pants responding to website invitations submit-
ted their surveys online. Website invitations to
respond to the survey online were posted at the
discretion of the GIPGAP project members
within each country. The African samples could
respond to the survey in one of three languages:
English, Arabic, and Ewe (in Ghana). The Latin
American surveys were completed in Spanish or
Portuguese; and the South/Southeast Asian sur-

75ENGAGING MORAL AGENCY

Th
is
do
cu
m
en
ti
s
co
py
rig
ht
ed
by
th
e
A
m
er
ic
an
Ps
yc
ho
lo
gi
ca
lA
ss
oc
ia
tio
n
or
on
e
of
its
al
lie
d
pu
bl
ish
er
s.

Th
is
ar
tic
le
is
in
te
nd
ed
so
le
ly
fo
rt
he
pe
rs
on
al
us
e
of
th
e
in
di
vi
du
al
us
er
an
d
is
no
tt
o
be
di
ss
em
in
at
ed
br
oa
dl
y.



veys in English (for Indian and some Philip-
pines surveys) and Tagalog (in the Philippines).
For this article, we selected from our dataset

the two countries with the largest samples from
each Global South region, with the constraint
that they differ from each other culturally—for
example, in colonization and postcolonization
history and religion. Our criteria for sample
selection worked well for the Latin American
samples because the two largest were from Bra-
zil (colonized by Portugal) and Peru (colonized
by Spain). Although both countries are predom-
inantly Christian, Brazil has a very different
immigration history than Peru, and is consider-
ably more diverse in regard to ethnicity and
religion. These criteria also worked well for
South and Southeast Asia, where the two largest
samples were from India (colonized by Great
Britain) and the Philippines (colonized by
Spain, then essentially the United States), with
the Indian sample largely Hindu (79%) and the
Filipino sample largely Christian (80%). Be-
cause there were no African samples of compa-
rable size to the Latin American and South/
Southeast Asian samples, we selected the four
largest samples from Africa—two sub-Saharan
countries (South Africa and Botswana), one
Middle East/North African country (Egypt), and
one West African country (Ghana), with vary-
ing colonial histories. Almost 99% of the Egyp-
tian participants and 73% of the Botswana were
Muslim, whereas 84% of the Ghanaian partici-
pants were Christian.
Although the age range in the Global South

sample as a whole was from 18 to 75, a sub-
stantial portion (43%) of participants from all
national samples were between 18 and 22. Al-
though 56% of all participants were female,
several country samples were more skewed; for
example, 77% of Brazilian participants were
female, whereas 84% of those from Botswana
were male. Social class ranged from lowest to
highest, and (formal) education ranged from
elementary school to professional degrees. In
the sample as a whole, approximately 40% of
the respondents identified themselves as be-
longing to the middle class, 23% as lower or
working class, and 16% as upper middle or
upper class; the remaining participants did not
report their social class. Although 61% of the
Egyptian respondents self-identified as middle
class, 70% reported being unemployed.

Procedures

All participants responded to the Personal
and Institutional Rights to Aggression and
Peace Survey (PAIRTAPS), generally in their
home countries and in their native language.
Two of the African samples completed short-
ened versions of the PAIRTAPS. Specifically,
the version of the survey administered to the
Egyptian sample included the scenario items
(described below) but not the rights items (de-
scribed below) and the version administered to
the South African sample included the rights
items but not the scenario items. All versions of
the survey, except the survey distributed in
South Africa, included a question asking
whether the participant had ever participated in
any sort of protest activity, and if so what that
activity was.
For the purposes of this study, responses to

six items concerning torture, protest, and inva-
sion were coded and analyzed as described be-
low. We chose to focus on human rights related
to torture, protest, and suppression of protest,
and invasion because these issues vary in regard
to their explicitness and explication in interna-
tional human rights law. That is, according to
human rights law, as codified in the United
Nations agreements, the Geneva Conventions,
and the Nuremberg principles, no state has the
right to inflict torture on anyone; torture is never
justifiable (e.g., United Nations, 1997). The is-
sues regarding a right to protest become a bit
more complex. Although not explicitly stated, a
human right to protest is widely considered to
be embedded in such rights as freedom of
speech, freedom of assembly, and freedom of
association, guaranteed in the Universal Decla-
ration of Human Rights, the International Cov-
enant on Civil and Political Rights, and the
International Covenant on Economic, Social
and Cultural Rights (Geneva Academy, 2014).
The “Promotion and protection of all human
rights, civil, political, economic, social and cul-
tural rights, including the right to develop-
ment,” adopted by the Human Rights Council
(2013), declares among other things that “ev-
eryone must be able to express their grievances
or aspirations in a peaceful manner, including
through public protests without fear of reprisals
or of being intimidated, harassed, injured, sex-
ually assaulted, beaten, arbitrarily” (p. 2, para 3,
emphasis added).
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Human rights law is less across-the-board on
issues related to invasion, with no outright ban
on armed conflict like the one on torture. For
example, the Charter of the United Nations
avows that member states shall refrain from the
threat or use of force in their relations with other
nations and territories except in circumstances
of self-defense and except when the Security
Council has been unable to deter a threat to
peace, breach of peace, or act of aggression by
nonviolent means (United Nations, 1997).
Moreover, according to the emerging Respon-
sibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine, in order to
protect people from genocide, war crimes,
crimes against humanity, and ethnic cleansing
(and their incitement), the international commu-
nity has a responsibility to use appropriate dip-
lomatic, humanitarian, and other means, includ-
ing the collective use of force, through the UN
Security Council (UNRIC, 2014). Nevertheless,
as noted by Cohrs, Maes, Moschner, and Kiel-
mann (2007, p. 447), “military intervention it-
self inevitably leads to violations of human
rights, and human rights may be used as a
legitimization of war.” Consistent with their
argument, we view tolerance for invasion as a
symptom of tolerance for human rights viola-
tions.
For the purposes of the current study, qualita-

tive responses to three scenarios (hereafter called
the human rights violation scenarios) were coded
for type of agency (prosocial, passive/compliant,
and antisocial); in addition, qualitative responses
to three items concerning postulated state rights to
torture and invade and individual rights to protest
(hereafter called the state vs. human rights items)
were coded for moral disengagement and engage-
ment. All coding manuals were derived from a
representative subsample of participants from ap-
proximately 40 different countries, including the
Global South countries considered in this article.
To develop all coding manuals, members of the
local research team read articles by Bandura, en-
gaged in extensive discussions concerning his the-
ory, and spent months developing conceptually
derived coding systems with extensive quotes and
explanations.
Our approach to developing the coding sys-

tems was consistent with what Gilgun (2005)
has called deductive qualitative analysis and
Mayring (2000) has called deductive category
application. For each coding manual, following
exactly the steps outlined by Mayring, we began

with a research question, identified the units of
analysis, created main categories and subcate-
gories based on Bandura’s theory, randomly
selected an international coding manual sample
from the full project sample, formalized defini-
tions, selected examples, clarified coding rules,
incorporated all of this material into coding
manuals, revised our categories and coding pro-
cedures with a new international sample, and
assessed intercoder reliability. Our evaluation
of intercoder reliability was a continuous pro-
cess not always accompanied by formal statis-
tical assessment; however, in one analysis of
responses to the three items considered in the
current article (invasion, torture, and protest),
one of our team leaders coded all the responses
for moral disenagagement and engagement. A
second team member coded a random sample of
10 responses to each item. Intercoder reliability
was very high, with Cohen’s kappa coefficients
of 0.93 for invasion, 0.97 for torture, and 0.96
for protest coding.
Coding teams, each with their own team lead-

ers, were responsible for “blind coding” (i.e., with
no demographic or other information about re-
spondents) all responses to just one item each. All
responses underwent independent coding by two
trained coders; discrepancies were resolved in
team meetings under supervision of team leaders.
All coding was then reviewed by the project lab
manager and again, for the current study, by the
Principal Investigator (Malley-Morrison). For
each of the coding systems, participants’ qualita-
tive answers were first segmented into codeable
units; in describing our findings, we generally use
the term responses to refer to the codeable units
within an answer.

The Human Rights Violations Scenarios

Our human rights violations scenarios were de-
signed to call upon the sort of intentionality and
foresight that Bandura described as inherent in
human agency. Moreover, they were also intended
to call forth the essential features of his construct
of personal efficacy, including goals, motivations,
and emotional responsiveness.
The instructions for the three human rights vi-

olations scenarios were “Assume that you have
very direct and dramatic exposure to each of the
situations below—that is, either you witness them
directly or you see them happening live on a TV
show or documentary that exposes you to the
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event in the most immediate and dramatic way.
Please indicate what you would want to do.” The
bombing scenario was, “Your country is indis-
criminately bombing a major city in another coun-
try, and women, children, the elderly, and civilian
men are running around bloody and screaming.”
The torture scenario was, “Military officials are
torturing somebody suspected of having informa-
tion about terrorists.” The protester-beating sce-
nario was, “Police are beating peaceful antiwar
demonstrators.”

Agency Coding for Human Rights
Violation Scenarios

The coding categories for responses to the
scenarios were designed to address Bandura’s
construct of agency in moral conduct. Consis-
tent with his characterization of agency as in-
volving foresight and planning, we viewed re-
sponses to the scenarios as providing some
insights into what participants would like to be
able to do in the face of specified human rights
violations, though not necessarily what they
would actually do or undertake to do. Indeed,
some of their responses were quite lofty—for
example, “stop the bombing”—without specif-
ics as to how they might achieve this.
In regard to all three scenarios, we first iden-

tified three types of responses: (a) prosocial
agency; (b) passivity/compliance; and c) antiso-
cial agency. Table 1 provides examples of the
different agency coding categories.

Many responses contained two or more co-
deable units, which could be coded into one or
more categories. For example, one participant
said that if she were directly exposed to her
country dropping bombs on civilians, “I would
join a movement against war and I would let the
government know what I think.” This response
has two codeable units, both coded for prosocial
agency, thus giving the respondent a score of 2
for prosocial agency on that item. Another re-
spondent, also responding to the bombing civil-
ians scenario, said she would want to “cry and
protest against my government.” This response
also has two codeable units but they fall into
different categories. Emotional responses such
as “cry” are coded into the passive category, as
they do not project any agentic response. “Pro-
test” is coded for prosocial agency; thus, this
participant has a score of 1 for passivity and 1
for prosocial agency on the bombing civilians
scenario. Prosocial agency scores were summed
across the three human rights violation scenar-
ios for a total prosocial agency score, and sim-
ilar procedures were followed for passivity and
antisocial agency scores, which were summed
to create total nonprosocial agency scores.

State Versus Human Rights Items:
Invasion, Torture, and Protest

The specific wording of the three state versus
human rights items was: (a) “Sometimes one
country has the right to invade another coun-

Table 1
Prosocial, Passive, and Antisocial Agency: Coding Categories and Sample Responses

Category Example

Prosocial agency
Bombing civilians Seek peace making strategies. (Botswana, F, 34)
Torturing POW Start a judicial process against those police officers. (Brazil, F, 21)
Beating protestors File a case against the police in court. And also be a part of the protest if can be. (India,

F, 21)
Passivity/Compliance
Bombing civilians Nothing because I cannot do anything and no one in the government or outside the

government would listen to me. (Egypt, M, 36)
Torturing POW I can’t do anything since the torturers are the officials of the military. Who shall I ask

help? President Gloria? No way!! (Philippines, F, 19)
Beating protestors In the moment of the action nothing could be done against the police. (Brazil, F, 45)

Antisocial agency
Bombing civilians We have to support killing the man, women of enemy country. It is good for our country.

(India, M, 24)
Torturing POW Smack the heads of the officials until they are sure. (Philippines, F, 20).
Beating protestors I would beat up the police. (Peru, M, 21)
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try”; (b) “The government has the right to order
the torture of prisoners in time of war” and (c)
“Individuals have the right to stage protests
against war and in favor of peace.” Participants
first responded to rating scales designed to as-
sess their beliefs regarding state versus human
rights, selecting scores from 1 (totally disagree)
to 7 (totally agree) to indicate the extent to
which they agreed with each item. They then
explained, in their own words, their reasoning in
support of their rating scale responses. The
scores on the rating scales were used as mea-
sures of belief in state-sponsored human rights
violations in regards to torture and likely hu-
man-rights violations in relation to invasion,
and belief in an individual human right to pro-
test. The qualitative justifications for the rating
scale scores were coded for moral disengage-
ment and engagement.

Moral Engagement and Disengagement
Coding for the State Versus
Human Rights Items

The coding systems for the rights items
focused on the extent to which the qualitative
responses reflected the kinds of sociocogni-
tive psychological processes described by
Bandura (1999) as characteristic of moral dis-
engagement or the reciprocal forms of mor-
ally engaged reasoning identified by Malley-
Morrison et al. (2009) and other members of
GIPGAP. Among the mechanisms of moral
disengagement that could be reliably identi-
fied in responses from the original interna-
tional coding manual sample were: (a) cogni-
tive reconstruction (with subcategories for
pseudomoral justification, advantageous com-
parison, and euphemistic labeling); (b) diffu-
sion or displacement of responsibility; (c)
misrepresenting, minimizing, or disregarding
consequences; and (d) devaluing the victim
(with subcategories for dehumanization and
blaming the victim). The parallel moral en-
gagement mechanisms included: (a) cognitive
integrity (with subcategories for principled
reasoning, social justifications, descriptive
language, and disadvantaging comparisons
involving recognition of better alternatives to
violence); (b) embracing moral responsibility;
(c) awareness of the negative consequences of
human rights violations; and (d) valuing the

other, particularly through humanization and
regard for human rights.
When we use the terms moral disengage-

ment and moral engagement, we are referring
to types of reasoning embedded in responses,
as identified by Bandura (1999) and Malley-
Morrison et al. (2009), not to individuals.
That is, we believe it would be an overgen-
eralization to label an individual as morally
disengaged on the basis of one (or even a few)
statements that are indicative of morally dis-
engaged reasoning regarding a specific human
rights issue. Some of the responses (e.g.,
“Yes, they have the right” or “No, they don’t
have that right”) were too vague and general
to be coded for moral engagement or disen-
gagement; these were categorized instead as
“general engagement” or “general disengage-
ment” depending on whether they were sup-
porting a human right to protest or a govern-
mental right to aggression.
As was true for the scenario responses

coded for agency, the rights responses often
had numerous codeable units. For example,
when responding to the item concerning a
putative state right to torture, one participant
said there was no right because, “There are
better ways to deal with a prisoner, such as
restorative justice and rehabilitation.” This
response had three codeable units for “better
alternatives”—the general statement concern-
ing “better ways” plus the two specific rec-
ommendations, “restorative justice” and “re-
habilitation.” This participant thus received a
score of 3 for humanization/human rights, and
that score was added into the participant’s
total score across items for valuing the other,
the more inclusive category of which human-
ization/human rights is a component. Scores
for valuing the other were then added to
scores for cognitive integrity, embracing re-
sponsibility, and recognizing consequences to
yield a total moral engagement score for each
participant. Similar procedures were followed
for computing scores for the four major forms
of moral disengagement as well as a total
moral disengagement score. For examples of
some of the more common types of Global
South responses reflective of morally engaged
and disengaged reasoning in regard to the
selected human rights-related items, see Ta-
ble 2.
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Results

Descriptive Statistics for Moral Agency,
Disengagement, and Engagement in Regard
to Human Rights Issues

Table 3 indicates, by scenario, the percentage
of total codeable units (hereafter referred to
simply as “responses”) falling into the different
agency categories. As can be seen, the vast
majority of responses to all three scenarios

could be coded into one of the agency catego-
ries, with the prosocial agency responses dom-
inating the distribution. That is, most partici-
pants indicated that they would want to do
something positive to help in each of the por-
trayed scenes of human rights violations; fewer
responses indicated a sense of fear or helpless-
ness, or unwillingness to act, or a desire to
respond to such situations with various forms of
violence such as “kill them” or “beat them up.”
Because of the low frequencies of antisocial

Table 2
Moral Disengagement and Moral Engagement: Coding Categories With Examples

Moral disengagement Moral engagement

Cognitive reconstruction of injurious behavior Cognitive integrity
Pseudo-moral justification Principled reasoning
Invasion item: As long as that country does not
care for their citizens, another country can go in
and support the human rights. (Peru, F, 45)

Invasion item: No country is better than any other
hence does not have the right to invade the other.
(Brazil, F, 19)

Torture item: In time of war, torture becomes a
justified way of information about the enemy,
which is vital at times in defending the
sovereignty of the country. (India, F, 20)

Torture item: No one has the right to put justice in
their hands! (Philippines, F, n/a)

Protest item: War should not be the ultimate solution
to achieving order and peace. (Philippines, 30, M)

Euphemistic language Descriptive language
Invasion item: If human rights are violated then
there’s need for intervention (Botswana, F, 22)

Torture item: If it is an issue of national security
to extract some vital information (Brazil, F, 21)

Torture item: To torture? That is cruelty and human
insensibility. (Peru, F, 20)

Advantageous comparison Disadvantaging comparison
Invasion item: To prevent a worse outcome.
(Ghana, 25, M)

Torture item: No human being, no organization, no
power, has the right to maltreat another person
unless it benefits others. (Peru, F, 21)

Invasion item: Invasion will do more harm than good.
(Botswana, 23, m)

Torture item: It is a complex situation. I believe that in
these times there are strategies to use to obtain
information but not using violence. (Peru, F, 33)

Removing/obscuring personal agency/responsibility Embracing personal moral responsibility
Invasion item: If they think that it would be better
for their country to invade another then I have
no choice (Philippines, F, 25)

Torture item: These are governmental decisions.
(India, F, 20)

Torture item: Everyone must follow the rules of the
game and war is no exception. (India, 26, F)

Protest item: All of us should do something for peace
to reign in our country. (Philippines, F, 59)

Misrepresenting/minimizing consequences Appreciating consequences
Torture item: But the nature of torture should be
monitored and should be humane and not
inhumane (India, M, 35)

Protest item: Staging a protest rally could only
perpetuate the ill-effects of war (Philippines, M,
21)

Invasion item: It usually brings misunderstanding
between the country. (Ghana, M, 30)

Torture item: Torture generates more tension and
motivates more violence. (Peru, F, 33)

Protest item: War only brings misery and destruction,
for this reason protests and man should try to find
peace. (Peru, F, 23)

Devaluing the victim/attributing blame Valuing the other
Invasion item: If another Arab country invaded my

country then I think we should be able to invade
that country. But I think non-Arab countries
should not be able to invade Arab countries.
(Egypt, F, 32)

Torture item: It depends on the type of crime they
have committed (Peru, F, 18)

Invasion item: Try to resolve the issue peacefully and
think about the innocent people residing in that
country. (India, M, 20)

Torture item: Human beings should all be treated fairly.
(Botswana, M, 21)

Protest item: We have the right to expression, that allows
us to know others opinions and options. (Peru, F, 20)
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responses, we summed the antisocial and pas-
sivity scores to create a nonprosocial agency
variable for statistical analyses.
Table 4 provides the percentages of responses

to the three state versus human rights items
coded into the major moral disengagement and
engagement categories. Although the numbers

vary by item, nearly 90% of all responses could
be coded into one of our moral disengagement
or engagement categories, with the moral en-
gagement themes predominating. The most
common form of moral disengagement, partic-
ularly regarding state rights to invasion and
torture, was cognitive reconstruction of behav-
ior. Indeed, nearly 80% of the responses to the
torture rights item and 87% of the responses to
the protest rights item, both of which involved
protections encoded more or less directly into
human rights law, constituted affirmation of the
rights of people to be free from torture and to
protest. By contrast, protection from invasion is
not explicitly enshrined in human rights law,
and there are well-known exceptions to protec-
tions from armed interventions; thus, it is per-
haps not surprising that substantially fewer
(only 55%) of the invasion rights responses
argued against a state right to invasion—
perhaps because rhetoric regarding self-
defense, external threats to security, and “hu-
manitarian” justifications for war are more
available in Global South media narratives
than are justifications for torturing suspects
and beating antiwar protestors. The most

Table 3
Percentages of Prosocial Moral Agency, Passivity/
Compliance, and Antisocial Agency Responses to
Bombing, Torturing a POW, and Beating
Protestors Scenarios

Agency categories

Selected scenario items

Bombing
Torture
POW

Beating
protesters

(N ! 882
responses)

(N ! 975
responses)

(N ! 955
responses)

Prosocial moral agency 82.51 69.74 73.26
Passivity/compliance 13.40 15.33 16.39
Antisocial agency 2.47 1.30 6.66
Other 1.62 13.63 3.69

Note. “Other” indicates a response that does not fit into
any of the agency coding categories (e.g., “yes”). “Re-
sponses” refers to the number of codeable units for the item.

Table 4
Percentages of Moral Disengagement and Moral Engagement Responses for
Rights to Invasion, Torture, and Protest Items

Social cognitive reasoning

Human rights issue

Invasion Torture Protest
(N ! 2,962
responses)

(N ! 1,282
responses)

(N ! 910
responses)

Moral disengagement
General disengagement 4.38 4.13 0
Cognitive reconstruction Injurious behavior 19.79 9.98 0.55
Removing/obscuring responsibility 1.66 1.40 0
Misrepresenting/minimizing consequences 1.99 1.25 1.64
Devaluing the victim 4.38 3.35 0.11
Subtotal disengagement percentages 32.20 20.11 2.30

Moral engagement
General engagement 6.37 15.99 0
Cognitive integrity 11.55 24.10 32.24
Embracing personal responsibility 22.58 5.54 23.36
Appreciating consequences 6.91 4.29 8.00
Valuing the other 7.84 28.71 24.01
Subtotal engagement percentages 55.25 78.63 87.61

Other 12.55 1.25 10.09

Note. Responses coded for General moral disengagement (MD) and General moral engage-
ment (ME) demonstrate general, unspecified responses that do not provide a justification but
rather provide a comment referring to agreement or inaction. “Responses” refers to the
number of codeable units for the item.
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common forms of moral engagement were
cognitive integrity and embracing personal
responsibility.

Correlations Among Human Rights
Responses: Moral Disengagement and
Engagement, Beliefs in State and Human
Rights, and Prosocial and
Nonprosocial Agency

Table 5 provides the correlations among total
moral disengagement (summed across the three
rights items, invasion, war, and protest), total
moral engagement (summed across the three
rights items, invasion, war, and protest), rating
scale scores indicating degree of agreement
with state rights to invade and torture, and the
human right to protest, total prosocial agency
(summed across the three human rights viola-
tion scenarios), and total nonprosocial agency
(summed across the three human rights viola-
tion scenarios). Consistent with findings from
similar studies in the West, Hypotheses 1a
and 1b were supported, as were Hypotheses
2a and 2b. Specifically, rating scale scores
indicating beliefs in a state right to invade as
well as a state right to administer torture were
significantly positively correlated with mor-
ally disengaged reasoning regarding the three
human rights issues and significantly nega-
tively correlated with morally engaged rea-
soning regarding those issues. Conversely,
rating scale endorsement of a right to protest
was significantly positively correlated with
morally engaged reasoning and significantly
negatively correlated with morally disen-
gaged reasoning regarding those three human
rights issues.

Our next set of analyses focused on the
posited relationships of moral disengagement
and engagement with both prosocial agency
(summed across the three human rights vio-
lation scenarios) and nonprosocial agency
(also summed across the three scenarios). Not
surprisingly, there were significant negative
correlations between prosocial and nonproso-
cial agency and between moral disengage-
ment and engagement. Although, contrary to
prediction (Hypothesis 1c), prosocial agency
regarding human rights violations was not
significantly related to moral disengagement,
it was significantly positively correlated with
moral engagement, supporting Hypothesis 2c.
Consistent with Hypotheses 1d and 2d, total
nonprosocial agency based on responses to
the human rights violation scenarios was sig-
nificantly positively correlated with total
moral disengagement and significantly nega-
tively correlated with total moral engagement
regarding state versus human rights.
Although we did not have any hypotheses

concerning the possibility that rating scale
scores for beliefs regarding the acceptability
of state rights to torture and invasion and a
human right to protest would be related to
moral agency in regard to the human rights
violations, several of these correlations were,
while modest, statistically significant. Spe-
cifically, prosocial agency was significantly
positively correlated with belief in a human
right to protest and significantly negatively
related to belief in a state right to torture.
Conversely, nonprosocial agency was signif-
icantly negatively correlated with belief in a
right to protest and significantly positively

Table 5
Correlations Among Agency, Moral Disengagement, Moral Engagement, and the Rating Scale Scores for
Right to Invasion, Right to Torture, and Right to Protest

Nonprosocial
agency

Total moral Support for

Disengagement Engagement Invasion Torture Protest

Prosocial agency ".71!!! ".03 .21!!! ".04 ".14!!! .11!!

Nonprosocial agency .16!! ".13! .06 .13!! ".14!!

Moral disengagement ".31!!! .49!!! .33!! ".18!!

Moral engagement ".15!!! ".26!!! .09!

Support for invasion .17!!! ".08!

Support for torture ".01
!! p # .01. !!! p # .001 (two-tailed).
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related to belief in a state right to torture.
Neither of the agency scores were signifi-
cantly related to belief in a state right to
undertake invasions.

Protestors and Nonprotestors: Moral
Agency, Disengagement, and Engagement

Slightly over 90% of the Global South sam-
ple responded to the item asking whether they
had ever participated in any kind of protest
activity. Of those respondents, 16.3% indicated
that they had engaged in at least one form of
protest; however, self-reported participation in
protest varied a great deal by country, from a
high of 28% in Brazil to a low of 0% in Egypt
(approximately 5 years before the demonstra-
tions in Tahrir Square and elsewhere during the
Arab Spring).
Table 6 provides the results of t tests ex-

amining the extent to which activists (protes-
tors) differed from nonactivists (nonprotes-
tors) on total scores for prosocial and
nonprosocial agency, as well as on the proso-
cial and nonprosocial agency scores for inva-
sion, torture, and protest separately. In sup-
port of Hypotheses 3a and 3b, there were
significant differences between the groups in
the expected directions on every agency mea-
sure, with the activists consistently showing
higher prosocial and lower nonprosocial
agency. However, when the activists and non-
activists were compared for levels of moral
engagement and disengagement, the only sig-
nificant difference was in the higher scores of
the activists (M ! 13.18, SD ! .73) than the
nonactivists (M ! 13.01, SD ! .69), t(173) !

2.34, p ! .013, on moral engagement in re-
gard to the right to protest.

Discussion

When expressing their views on human rights
issues related to torture, invasion, and protest,
ordinary people from the Global South provided
ample examples of reasoning consistent with
Bandura’s (e.g., 1999, 2001) constructs of
moral disengagement and Opotow’s (e.g., 2001)
constructs of moral exclusion—particularly in
regard to the putative right of one nation to
invade another. An even larger portion of the
participants’ arguments showed evidence of
reasoning characterized by moral engagement,
as conceptualized by Malley-Morrison and as-
sociates (e.g., Malley-Morrison et al., 2009).
Consistent with the generally high level of
moral engagement, prosocial agency was also
quite high, ranging from nearly 70% in response
to the scenario regarding torturing a prisoner of
war to over 80% in response to the scenario
describing bombing civilians in another coun-
try. Despite this high level of projected proso-
cial agency, fewer than 20% of the Global
South participants indicated that they had actu-
ally participated in any form of activism.
The pattern of correlations that emerged

among our various human rights-related mea-
sures contributes to the research literature in
several ways: (a) it provides additional sup-
port for the positive association between
moral disengagement and belief in the accept-
ability of certain inhumane and human rights-
violating behaviors; (b) it provides support
for the construct validity of a parallel set of

Table 6
Activists Versus Nonactivists: Agency

Protestors Nonprotestors

N Mean SD N Mean SD t-score

Total nonprosocial agency 116 19.54 .74 522 20.05 1.09 6.10!!!

Total prosocial agency 116 21.18 1.41 522 20.27 1.40 6.35!!!

Bombing prosocial agency 138 8.20 .73 635 7.90 .65 4.73!!

Torture prosocial agency 129 4.84 .70 589 4.56 .63 4.49!!!

Police beating prosocial agency 141 8.11 .75 608 7.82 .67 4.64!!!

Bombing nonprosocial agency 138 5.09 .36 635 5.23 .47 3.64!!!

Torture nonprosocial agency 129 6.29 .52 589 6.53 .57 4.70!!!

Police beating nonprosocial agency 141 6.16 .39 608 6.26 .44 2.64!!

!! p # .01. !!! p # .001 (two-tailed tests).
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moral engagement processes that negatively
relate to beliefs in inhumane and human
rights-violating behaviors in a logical and
theoretically consistent way; (c) it provides
partial support for Bandura’s (e.g., 1999) te-
nets regarding the relationship of moral dis-
engagement and moral agency; and (d) it pro-
vides considerable support for the reliability
and validity of the coding manuals we devel-
oped to analyze “voices” from the Global
South on human rights issues related to inva-
sion, torture, and protesting.
To return to our questions at the beginning of

this article: If we are interested in the kinds of
characteristics associated with activism in the
Global South, our data suggest that higher lev-
els of prosocial agency, lower levels of non-
prosocial agency, and higher levels of moral
engagement in regard to the right to protest are
all important—but not everyone with these
characteristics is an activist. Of particular inter-
est are the participants who indicated that if
confronted with vivid examples of human rights
violations in the future, they would want to do
something active and helpful, but also reported
never having engaged in any form of protest.
Why did so many participants who projected
high levels of personal efficacy and argued co-
gently against human rights violations not have
any actual activism in the form of protests to
report?
Perhaps we can gain some insight from some of

the passive/compliant agency responses explain-
ing that trying to interfere with state aggression
and human rights violations would endanger par-
ticipants themselves and their families. For exam-
ple, several participants said that if they were
confronted with a situation in which their govern-
ment was bombing innocent civilians in another
country, they would want to emigrate. And in
regard to one scenario or another, many partici-
pants said, “What could I do? I could do nothing.”
Many of the prosocial agency responses indicated
a desire to do something very major—for exam-
ple, stop the bombing, or stop the torture—but
wanting to stop or prevent human rights violations
does not necessarily ensure that ways to accom-
plish such goals will make themselves apparent.
On the other hand, projected agency is not empty
of meaning; it is more common in the activist
responses than in the nonactivist responses. Con-
sistent with Bandura’s theory and previous re-
search on activism (e.g., Cole et al., 1998; Fiske,

1987; Gilbert, 1988), a sense of perceived efficacy
appears to be an important characteristic of activ-
ists. Perhaps the conditions for activism must be
ripe in order for actual protest behavior to be
widely mobilized among those desiring
change—as may have been true of recent activist
movements such as the Arab Spring and the Oc-
cupy Movement.
Themes of moral disengagement were most

frequent in regard to the putative state right to
invasion. The rationales presented in support of
such a right often sounded very much like specific
just-war principles. This long tradition of thinking
on war has produced a generally agreed upon set
of requirements that a state must meet in order for
its resort to war to be justified: (a) There must be
a just cause for going to war; (b) A state must
intend to fight for a just cause; (c) A state may
only go to war if it has been decided upon and
approved by the proper authorities and the deci-
sion and approval has been made public; (d) A
state may only go to war as a last resort; (e) A state
may only go to war if there is a chance that its
efforts will be successful; and (f) A state may only
go to war if the good that will come from going to
war outweighs the harm that will come (Orend,
2008).
According to Orend (2005), the “just causes”

most frequently mentioned by just-war advocates
include: self-defense or defense of others from
external attacks and the protection of innocents
from brutal, aggressive regimes. These themes
echo loudly in the rhetoric of promoters and de-
fenders of armed conflict, but to what extent do
they ever represent the true purposes of armed
aggression? Certainly, invoking one or two of
these principles on behalf of invasion is not
enough to characterize the invasion as moral and
just.
As noted by Cohrs et al. (2003), just-war prin-

ciples correspond broadly to the four major groups
of moral disengagement mechanisms identified by
Bandura (1999) and focused on in this study:
“moral” justifications, denial of responsibility,
minimizing consequences, and blaming the vic-
tim. For example, arguing that an invasion will be
just because it has a just cause (e.g., liberating
innocent people from a vicious dictator who vio-
lates their human rights) can be seen as a form of
cognitive reconstruction of a harmful behavior
into a just and worthy undertaking. Arguing that
an invasion is undertaken as a last resort may
serve to avoid taking responsibility for the death
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and destruction it causes. Focusing on the poten-
tial of an invasion to bring democracy is a way of
highlighting the presumed positive consequences
of the violence and minimizing the negative ones.
And, of course, war is always the other country’s
fault, Axis of Evil or otherwise. Thus, even when
arguments in favor of armed conflict incorporate
specific just-war principles, they may well repre-
sent forms of moral disengagement, allowing in-
dividuals to participate in or at least tolerate state-
sponsored aggression that violates or has a strong
potential to violate human rights.

The Issue of Universality

Our extension of research on moral agency,
moral disengagement, and moral engagement
to the Global South inevitably raises issues
concerning the extent to which such processes
are universal. As noted by Norenzayan and
Heine (2005, p. 769), “A compelling case for
universality can be made when a phenomenon
is clearly identifiable in a large and diverse
array of cultures.” On the other hand, a par-
ticular phenomenon may be identifiable in
very diverse cultures but still vary in preva-
lence and function across those cultures.
Defining human psychological universals

as “core mental attributes that are shared at
some conceptual level by all or nearly all
non-brain-damaged adult human beings
across cultures” (p. 763), Norenzayan and
Heine (2005) identified three hierarchically
organized types of universals, which vary in
their level of abstraction. Existential univer-
sals (e.g., rules for judging similarities among
objects) are, in principle, available to most
normally functioning people in most cultures,
but they may serve different functions in dif-
ferent cultures. Functional universals (e.g.,
communal sharing) seem to be available to
most normally functioning people in most
cultures; they serve the same purposes in
those different cultures, but are more acces-
sible in some cultures than others. Finally,
accessibility universals (e.g., the tendency to
feel more comfortable with familiar than with
unfamiliar objects) are found in most nor-
mally functioning people in most cultures;
they serve the same purposes across cultures,
and are equally accessible to people in differ-
ent cultures.

Among the human characteristics often
thought of as universal is moral reasoning.
Sachdeva, Singh, and Medin (2011) comment
that “analyses of culture and moral decision
making have largely been framed as a quest
for and test of universal principles of moral
judgment” (p. 161)—to the detriment, per-
haps, of gaining adequate appreciation for the
contribution of cultural factors to moral rea-
soning. Based on their review of both classic
and more recent theories of moral cognition,
they conclude that moral reasoning best fits
the criteria for existential universals (p.
173)—that is, moral reasoning is a set of
processes that can be found cross-culturally,
although the reasoning may be directed at
different purposes in different cultures. Sach-
deva et al. also conclude that future research
on moral reasoning should examine the cir-
cumstances under which people forsake their
abstract moral values (p. 171).
We believe that our findings are consistent

with Bandura’s assumption that moral agency
is universal, in the sense of existential uni-
versals; however, we also believe that the
particular issues that can engage moral
agency, the particular actions and values that
may be viewed as right and wrong, and the
relative predominance of personal versus col-
lective agency on behalf of what seem like
just causes for human rights violations or
state violence seem likely to vary cross-
culturally. We also view our findings as pro-
viding support for the generalizability of
moral disengagement and moral engagement
as forms of social cognition—not just in the
sense of existential universals but also in the
sense of functional universals. That is, it ap-
pears to us that in the Global South, as in the
Western nations in which most of the research
has been conducted, moral disengagement
and engagement serve the purpose of reassur-
ing people that their beliefs about human
rights and similar issues are justifiable.

Strength and Weaknesses of
Our Methodology

Qualitative methodologies, like all research
methods, have both advantages and disadvan-
tages. A major strength of our study was the
unusual opportunity it provided ordinary peo-
ple from the Global South to share their think-
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ing, in their own words, regarding human
rights-related issues. Qualitative methods ap-
pear to be particularly important when con-
structs operationalized in one part of the
world (e.g., the West) are being investigated
in other parts of the world (e.g., the Global
South); the testing of hypotheses in different
global regions can provide valuable informa-
tion on the generalizability of those con-
structs and the measures developed to assess
them. The major weaknesses of the study
stem from reliance on convenience samples—
unavoidable because of the unfunded nature
of this international collaborative effort; con-
sequently, inferences from the statistical anal-
yses need to be cautious and restrained.

Conclusions

In conclusion, we believe that our replica-
tion of types of relationships found in West-
ern studies (e.g., moral disengagement with a
tolerance for human rights violations) is an
important step toward assessing the universal-
ity that Bandura (e.g., 1999) and Opotow
(e.g., 1990) have attributed to mechanisms of
moral disengagement and exclusion. Also
valuable was the finding that our construct of
moral engagement should be conceived as a
set of processes parallel to Bandura’s moral
disengagement processes, rather than simply
as a low level of moral disengagement. Our
results suggest that coding relevant materials
for moral engagement can also shed light on
the types of arguments made by people in
support of human rights and nonviolence. Fi-
nally, our findings constitute an important
step in the direction recommended by Sach-
deva et al. (2011) in highlighting the role of
moral disengagement in the processes by
which people forsake their abstract moral val-
ues.
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