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How Complete Is the Path Model of Blame?

Geoffrey P. Goodwin
Department of Psychology, University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

Malle, Guglielmo, and Monroe’s (this issue) theory of

blame is a major intellectual and theoretical achieve-

ment. The model primarily focuses on the cognitive

act of blaming by postulating a detailed series of

processing steps that lead individuals to arrive at a

judgment of blame (the Path Model of Blame). In

doing so, the Path Model offers an elegant framework

for conceiving of a disparate series of findings in the

moral judgment literature. The model makes concep-

tual sense and accords intuitively with ordinary blame

judgments. The postulated bifurcation of processing

depending on whether an act is intentional or uninten-

tional is a key insight. The conception of blame as

depending on a series of processing steps brings a

level of detail and granularity to the mental processes

underlying blame that is welcome, and rare in current

theorizing on moral judgment. In addition, rather

than conceiving of blame as primarily biased, irratio-

nal, motivated, or disordered, the model highlights

that most of the time, blame unfolds in a largely sen-

sible and orderly fashion, if not always being entirely

rational or impartial. The theory also draws our atten-

tion to important questions regarding social blame, an

understudied topic. Finally, as the authors discuss,

the model generates testable predictions, many of

which have been supported in recent work that the

authors review.

I am, therefore, a fan of the Path Model, and of the

general approach to moral cognition that it encapsu-

lates. It represents an important and substantial con-

tinuation of earlier theoretical remarks on blame

made by these authors (Malle, Guglielmo, & Monroe,

2012).

Inevitably, however, some lingering questions

exist with regard to the details and scope of the

model. In this commentary, my goal is to highlight a

series of questions and challenges that the model may

need to face.

How Does the Model Take Into Account

Transgression Severity?

A theory of blame ought to be able to account for

the well-established effects of transgression severity

on blame. One way that transgressions differ in their

severity is in terms of their outcomes. Outcome infor-

mation appears to influence blame even holding

constant the transgressor’s intentions. For instance,

Cushman (2008) showed that blame judgments are

influenced by whether a harm occurred, or did not,

despite transgressors’ equivalent intentions. Other

studies have revealed similar evidence for an

“outcome bias” in judgments of blame, in which

assessments of blame are distorted by chance factors

that intervene between an agent’s action and the

eventual outcome, again holding constant the agent’s

intentions (e.g., Mazzocco, Alicke, & Davis, 2004;

Shaver, 1970; Walster, 1966). Malle et al. are skepti-

cal about the robustness of these effects of “outcome

bias,” in which outcomes—and individuals’ corre-

sponding assignments of blame—vary purely as a

matter of luck.

However, transgressions also differ in their sever-

ity based on the magnitude of the harm that is inten-

tionally inflicted. This, obviously, is also a form of

outcome information, but one that is integral to the

violation itself, and to the offender’s intentions, rather

than one that varies purely as a function of chance. A

person’s intending to cause a larger harm is clearly

more blameworthy than a person’s intending to cause

a smaller harm, as many studies attest to. Robinson

and Kurzban (2007) showed that ordinary individu-

als’ rank orderings of the degree of blameworthiness

of a variety of criminal offenses appears to take into

account outcome severity information of this

“integral” sort (see also Robinson, Goodwin, & Rei-

sig, 2010). Mental state information, such as an

offender’s degree of intentionality or motive, was

also a key element underlying subjects’ rankings of

blameworthiness. But some key differences in Robin-

son and Kurzban’s (2007) rankings primarily reflect

the severity of the intended transgression or harm

itself—intentionally stealing pies from a buffet was

widely seen as less blameworthy than intentionally

stealing a clock radio from a car, which in turn was

seen as less blameworthy than intentionally stealing a

microwave from a house. Similarly, intentionally

slapping and bruising someone was widely seen as

less blameworthy than intentionally punching some-

one, which in turn was seen as less blameworthy than

intentionally stabbing someone to death (see also

Carlsmith, Darley, & Robinson, 2002).

In these comparisons, causation, and intentionality

information is held roughly (though clearly not per-

fectly) constant, with the degree of harm intentionally
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caused being the primary driver of judgments of

blameworthiness. These findings do not represent any

sort of “bias” but rather a core aspect of the way

blameworthiness is assigned. That is, in these cases,

blame differs based on the magnitude of the harms

caused, and on the content of the agent’s intentions—

whether to cause larger or smaller harms—but not on

the agent’s degree of intentionality, per se. It would

therefore seem that a model of blame must somehow

be able to account for these robust effects of the mag-

nitude of the harm intentionally caused (transgression

severity). However, it is not exactly clear how the

Path Model accounts for effects of this sort, as the

intentionality node in the model represents an assess-

ment of the agent’s degree of intentionality, not an

assessment of the content of the agent’s intentions.

The model would therefore benefit from additional

clarity in this respect.

One way to account for these effects of transgres-

sion severity would be to allow that, in the very first

step of the Path Model—event detection—violations

of norms are graded in terms of their seriousness. A

violation of the norm not to steal property from others

will be more severely or seriously violated when one

steals a car, as opposed to a pencil. But this does not

seem to be the approach that Malle et al. adopt. This

first step of the Path Model represents an individual’s

detection that a negative, norm-violating event has

occurred. This process is regarded as being “very

simple,” which suggests that, just as for other nodes

of the model, it is also conceived in categorical Yes/

No terms—did such a norm-violating event occur or

not? Indeed, other aspects of the presentation of the

model also suggest that the authors prefer to conceive

of norm violations in more categorical terms: was a

norm violated or not (Yes/No).

How, therefore, can Malle et al.’s model account

for the difference in blameworthiness judgments as a

function of how bad or how negative the event inten-

tionally caused by the agent is; or alternatively, how

important the norm violation is? One suggestion the

authors make in the context of successful versus

failed attempts is that successful attempts involve the

violation of a greater range of norms (with each viola-

tion presumably being regarded as a separate binary

instance): “The constitutive actions of trying to rob

the bank usually violate fewer or weaker norms than

the constitutive actions of actually robbing the bank”

(p. 168). On this conception, the number of norms

violated would presumably be summed or aggregated

in some way to represent a final verdict of blame

(although it would be useful to know more about how

this summation process works, and by what the

authors mean by “weaker” norms here). This

approach might work when distinguishing successful

attempts from failed attempts, as in the prece-ding

example—a successful attempt at a crime will almost

invariably involve the violation of a greater range of

norms than an unsuccessful one. It might also work to

the extent that offenses can be subdivided into multi-

ple component transgressions—stealing pies from a

buffet involves only the act of theft, whereas stealing

a microwave from a house involves the act of theft as

well as the unwarranted entry into the house.

But, it is not clear that this approach can work for

successful attempts that vary only in magnitude.

Stealing a pencil does not seem to break a different

norm than does stealing a car—rather, it breaks the

same norm in a much more serious way (unless, of

course, one were to posit separate norms for different

acts of theft: don’t steal pencils; don’t steal cars;

which would be psychologically unwieldy, and which

would still require some additional weighting of the

norms in terms of their seriousness).

Another option might be to package transgression

severity information within the reasons part of the

Path Model. A person’s reasons for stabbing someone

to death are likely different from, and more culpable

than, the reasons why they might slap and bruise

another person. This idea has merit too, although it

seems unlikely to be able completely to account for

the effects of transgression severity on blame. There

are easily conceivable pairs of cases in which two

agents’ reasons and degree of intentionality are iden-

tical, with only harm or severity information varying

(e.g., a person intentionally steals $5 or $50 from

another person’s wallet, in both cases to help finance

a consumer purchase). In cases of this sort, the con-

tents of the agents’ intentions are clearly different—

an intention to steal $5 is distinct from an intention to

steal $50—but the agents’ intentionality, and their

reasons are constant. Yet this difference in the sever-

ity of the violation (and of the content of the inten-

tions) clearly influences blameworthiness. A second

problem with relying on the reasons part of the model

to account for transgression severity is that it seems

unlikely that severity information would be processed

so late (i.e., after causation and intentionality infor-

mation is processed).

In sum, one way in which the Path Model could be

improved is by including a more precise specification

of how it can account for the severity of an agent’s

violation in ordinary judgments of blame. It would

also be helpful to know why the authors favor treating

the event detection/norm violation part of the model

as purely a categorical (Yes/No) matter, if this charac-

terization is indeed correct. Perhaps one reason is that

the authors are attentive to an important conceptual

ambiguity with the notion of blame. Questions of

blame seem to come in different guises. Sometimes

we ask questions about blame that focus on issues of

causal or moral responsibility: Who is to blame for

this? Is he to blame? In these cases, questions of

transgression severity are not relevant, but questions
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of causation and intentionality are (reasons, obliga-

tion, and capacity information are also less relevant).

And the natural response to such questions is often

binary: Yes, he is to blame; No, he is not to blame. At

other times, questions of blame seem to invite trans-

gression severity information to be taken into

account: How much blame does he deserve for this?

How blameworthy are his actions? In these cases, the

natural response is to apportion blame as matter of

degree, in ways that reflect transgression severity,

rather than in a strictly categorical matter. In these

instances, arguably, causation information is partially

presupposed, whereas outcome severity, intentional-

ity, reasons, obligation, and capacity information all

come to the fore. In this way, the notion of blame

may not be free from some of the conceptual ambigu-

ities that beset the notion of responsibility (as the

authors note persuasively).

In What Ways Does the Model Allow

for Graded Information Processing?

This ambiguity regarding graded versus categori-

cal representation also emerges with respect to other

parts of the model. In the presentation of the Path

Model on page 151, most of its nodes are explicitly

conceived of as binary Yes/No questions. Did an

agent cause the negative event? Was it caused inten-

tionally? If unintentional, did the agent have an obli-

gation to prevent it? This categorical conception is

reinforced by the authors’ notion that a certain sub-

jective threshold of evidence must be crossed before

social perceivers assign causality, intentionality, and

so on, seemingly in a binary fashion (p. 152). The evi-

dence may be graded or probabilistic, but the blame-

r’s representation ends up being categorical, one way

or the other. The one clear exception concerns the

agent’s reasons for intentionally causing a negative

event—for this question, the authors acknowledge

that the quality of an agent’s reasons is a matter of

degree.

Clearly, this conception of these questions in Yes/

No terms has the advantage of simplicity. Yet, as

Malle et al. (this issue) also allude to at times, many

if not all of these questions can also be seen as having

graded answers. Causality may be seen as a matter of

degree (p. 150), as might an agent’s degree of inten-

tionality, obligation, or capacity. Thus it is not

entirely clear whether the Yes/No presentation of

these questions in the model is simply a rhetorical

device designed to render its basic theoretical insights

more accessible, or whether it is instead meant to rep-

resent the core nature of the mental processes under-

lying blame. Allo-wing for the possibility of graded

representations at each of these nodes might enhance

the fidelity of the model.

Relatedly, it might be that the model could also

benefit from allowing various “weights” to be

attached to the different nodes, which would allow

them to contribute more or less extensively to an

overall judgment of blame. This might allow the

model to capture individual difference in judgments

of blame (e.g., some individuals may be particularly

attentive to intentionality information in judging

blame, whereas others focus more on reasons). And it

may also prove to be a useful strategy in trying to

account for the two different senses of blame just

described. When a question of blame focuses on

issues of causal responsibility—Who is to blame for

this?—the agent causality node might be weighted

more, whereas when a question of blame focuses on

degree of culpability—How much blame does he

deserve for this?—the additional processing nodes

(intentionality, reasons, etc.) might receive more

weight.

Can the Path Model Account for Motivational

Effects of Blame on Lower Level Components?

The Path Model is a “blame late” model, in that

blame “follows the logic of criteria” and is con-

ceived as depending on a number of lower level

assessments (see also Malle et al, 2012). In this

way, it contrasts with “blame early” models,

according to which blame is at least sometimes

thought to occur rapidly and automatically, in a

way that might bias later assessments of causation

or intention (e.g., Alicke, 1992, who focuses on

causation). At various points, the authors note that

the Path Model might be able to accommodate

some motivational aspects of blame, for example,

“this focus on concepts and information processing

in no way denies the role of affect and emotion in

blame or the possibility of motivated reasoning”

(p. 150); “arriving at a blame judgment is inter-

twined with emotion and motivation” (p. 152)—

while also noting that the pathways specified rep-

resent only a default processing order, such that

“the conceptual relationships allow for more flexible

relations at the process level” (p. 152). Whether this

means that they think the Path Model can account

for findings showing that blame judgments may bias

later judgments of causation or intention is not

entirely clear. If so, it would be valuable to specify

how the Path Model can accommodate such

findings.

However, the fact that the authors go to consider-

able length to critique several of the most prominent

“blame early” findings suggests that they do not take

such findings to be compatible with their model. The

authors’ trenchant critique of these findings is
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insightful, and they vividly portray the high hurdle

that blame early models must overcome:

Vignette studies that try to demonstrate the undue

effect of extra-evidential information face a nearly

insurmountable challenge: Since people have to

make judgments about ambiguous material, they are

inferentially hyperactive and will inspect any infor-

mation they receive for signs of what they want to

know: the agent’s causal role, mental states, obliga-

tions, preventive actions. Experiments without a

ground truth will therefore have a difficult time mak-

ing the normative distinction between justified and

unjustified (“motivated”) inferences. (p. 164)

Malle et al. (this issue) argue that this critique applies

to many classic findings. As one illustration, they

consider Alicke’s (1992) famous example: A person

speeding home to hide cocaine from his parents was

judged more causally responsible for a later traffic

accident he was involved in than a person speeding

home to hide his parents’ anniversary present.

According to Malle et al., this result may be

explained on the basis of rational inferences that “the

drug-hiding agent was driving faster, was more inat-

tentive, and more careless than the gift-hiding agent,

warranting greater causality and blame judgments”

(p. 163), rather than by the motivated account that

Alicke proposes (an early blame judgment biases

later judgments of causation).

This analysis is persuasive, but I am less confident

that it can apply to all of the extant findings on moti-

vated blaming in as convincing a way. In particular, a

study by Nadler and McDonnell (2012, Study 2),

which the authors discuss, provides a much more dif-

ficult challenge. In this study, the main protagonist,

Sam Norton, stored oxygen tanks in his garden shed.

When a group of youths dropped a cigarette alongside

those sheds, the tanks exploded, resulting in the death

of one of the youths. Sam Norton knew the tanks

were a fire hazard. He had stored these tanks in his

shed for one of three reasons: a laudatory reason (to

provide medical care for his daughter who suffers

from respiratory disease), a neutral reason (he is a

businessman who provides in-home delivery of

healthcare equipment), or a culpable reason (he is a

football coach who illegally provides oxygen to his

players). Malle et al. note that the fact that the sub-

jects regarded Norton as most blameworthy in the

case in which he stored the tanks to provide illegal

oxygen to his players, and least blameworthy when

he stored them to provide medical care, can be

explained on entirely rational grounds which incorpo-

rate the agents’ differentially culpable reasons en

route to an eventual judgment of blame.

However, Malle et al. pass over the fact that the

effect of a culpable motive was also observed on jud-

gments of Norton’s causal contribution to the

outcome, his intentionality in producing that out-

come, and his responsibility for it. These results fit

blame early models much better than they do the Path

Model. And it is not at all obvious that these judg-

ments can be rendered as being rational in the way

needed by the Path Model, that is, in the way Malle

et al. propose for Alicke’s (1992) finding. The act of

storing oxygen tanks is not a dynamic event, like

driving a car, which may unfold in quite different

ways depending on inferences about the actor’s char-

acter. More important, whereas the cocaine-rescuing

driver might plausibly be judged as more reckless or

careless than the present-rescuing driver in Alicke’s

study, thus leading to a rational inference of his

greater causal contribution, the negative character

traits underlying the cheating football coach’s behav-

ior in Nadler and McDonnell (2012) are very differ-

ent—they imply a shrewdly calculating, self-

interested actor who is likely to take substantial pre-

cautions to ensure that his oxygen tanks are safe. A

failure to do so would jeopardize his own livelihood

and self-interest. It thus becomes hard to see why any

rational grounds exist for regarding the culpable actor

as more likely to have stored his tanks in a dangerous

way, thereby making him more of a causal factor, or

more intentional, in having caused the eventual

explosion and death. In this way, this example seems

precisely to fit the desiderata laid down by Malle

et al. as comprising a stringent test of motivated

moral judgment: The extraevidential information is

such that “no diagnostic information (relevant to an

interpretation of the norm violation) can be

inferred” (p. 163) from it. This is therefore a case

that cannot obviously be rendered consistent with

the Path Model, instead providing support for

blame early models (though admittedly, it would

provide even more decisive evidence if partic-

ipants’ perceptions of the degree of caution Sam

Norton took in storing his tanks had been mea-

sured and accounted for). In essence, the nature of

the character traits underlying the actor’s culpable

motive in examples such as these matters. And

this example counts as a reasonably convincing

case in support of blame early processing, notwith-

standing subjects’ likely inferential hyperactivity.

What Sorts of Events Warrant Blame?

The Path Model is explicit that a negative, norm-

violating event must be caused by an agent in order

for blame to be warranted. However, several findings

suggest that these criteria for blame might be overly

stringent and that blame can be apportioned in a wider

variety of ways. Agents may sometimes be blamed for

purely mental events that do not cause any harm to

anyone else, such as their hedonic reactions to their

218

COMMENTARIES

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

G
eo

ff
 G

oo
dw

in
] 

at
 0

6:
42

 2
2 

M
ay

 2
01

4 



violations, or their desire for harmful events to occur

(that they do not cause to happen). And agents may

also sometimes be blamed for events that do not vio-

late any norms.

Some existing work has shown that actors’

remorse or regret may affect moral condemnation

and blame. When actors are remorseful, they are

judged less severely and are more likely to be for-

given (Gold & Weiner, 2000; Schwartz, Kane,

Joseph, & Tedeschi, 1978; Taylor & Kleinke, 1992).

Criminals who do not display signs of regret or

remorse may be more likely to receive the death pen-

alty (Sundby, 1998). Conversely, actors who savor or

enjoy their harm-doing are more likely to be seen as

“evil,” increasing observers’ desire to punish them

(Gromet, Goodwin, & Goodman, 2014; see also

Ames & Johar, 2008; Szczurek, Monin, & Gross,

2012). Other results have also recently indicated that

actors who possess “wicked desires,” as a result of

placing a bet that will pay off in the event of a tragic

outcome, such as a hurricane, are blamed for these

desires (Inbar, Pizarro, & Cushman, 2012).

In some of these cases, blame judgments were not

directly assessed, which limits their immediate rele-

vance to the Path Model. However, it seems plausible

to assume that blame judgments would follow moral

condemnation in most of these cases, even if not

exactly in lockstep. If so, these results appear to point

toward factors that lie outside the scope of the Path

Model but that influence judgments of blame none-

theless—an actor’s desire and an actor’s hedonic

states.

The Path Model may be able to accommodate some

of these results without much trouble. An actor’s

remorse, or his pleasure, following a harmful act could

provide diagnostic information about his original inten-

tions, or his reasons for acting (see also Ames & Johar,

2009). And the nature of an actor’s desires might also

be thought relevant to his intentions and reasons for

acting. And indeed, Malle et al. (this issue) consider

cases in which agents may be blamed for failed

attempts at harm, in which case the event that is

blamed is the plan or attempt to cause harm (p. 147).

However, not all of these results are so easily

accommodated, because they do not always involve

any event beyond the actor’s internal states,

responses, or traits. For instance, Inbar et al. (2012)’s

results suggest that an actor’s wicked desires are seen

as blameworthy in and of themselves. A man who

places a bet on a hurricane occurring is only blamed

for doing so when his eventual profit is contingent on

the hurricane occurring. When the bet is simply a

means of insurance (or hedging, such that his even-

tual profit is not contingent on the hurricane’s occur-

rence), he is not blamed (Inbar et al., 2012, Study 3).

Inbar et al. interpreted this as showing that the act

of betting itself is not blamed—rather, it is the

“wicked desires” that the bet engenders (which are

mutable depending on the contingency of the actor’s

profit) that are blamed. Similarly, in a study my col-

leagues and I have conducted, an observer who

played no role in the causation of a harmful event

was morally condemned for experiencing pleasure in

the wake of the news of this event, although, admit-

tedly, we did not directly assess blame (Gromet et al.,

2014). Other work my colleagues and I have con-

ducted showed that individuals are seen as especially

responsible for their moral character traits (as com-

pared with less morally relevant traits), though again,

we did not directly assess blameworthiness here

(Goodwin, Piazza, & Rozin, 2014).

Thus, although studies such as these have not

always directly assessed blame, if it is indeed true

that people are morally condemned and blamed for

their desires, their hedonic reactions, and for their

character traits, such results would cause some fric-

tion with the Path Model, because they show that

judgments of blame can occur without any evi-

dence of an actor’s having caused a negative event.

(This is, of course, unless the internal mental event,

a desire, or a hedonic reaction, or the character

trait, is seen as the “event” of consequence; but this

does not seem to accord with an ordinary under-

standing of what an “event” is, and it raises diffi-

cult questions about whether the Path Model’s

subsequent criterion of intentionality can apply to

such mental “events”.)

Relatedly, there seem to be important cases in

which a person is blamed for something that does not

directly involve the violation of any norm. A football

player might be blamed for causing his team to lose a

game after fumbling a critical pass. A defender might

be blamed for scoring an own goal. An employee

might be blamed for transcribing critical financial

information incorrectly. A researcher might be

blamed for inadvertently failing to enter data cor-

rectly. In each case, the actor is blamed for an act of

incompetence and not a moral failing involving the

violation of a moral norm. To be sure, some cases of

incompetence do seem to involve the violation of a

norm—the employee or the researcher may be

blamed for not having taken proper precautions to

enter the critical information correctly and to check

their work. Some cases of incompetence in sporting

contexts may also be thought to reflect poorly on the

actor’s effort, preparation, or dedication, thereby indi-

cating that the actor violated norms or expectations

pertaining to these factors. But this does not seem

true of all pure “accidents” of incompetence, which

nonetheless seem to occasion blame—fumbling the

football, or scoring an own goal—despite all the

actor’s efforts, best intentions, and precautions not to

do so. Such accidents can arise in spite of great effort

and dedication, and even in some cases, from too
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much, rather than too little effort; and yet they still

sometimes seem to occasion blame. Thus, these

cases, although certainly not paradigmatic cases of

blame, also seem to fall outside of the immediate pur-

view of the Path Model.

What Counts as a Morally Eligible Agent?

The Path Model relies on the idea that only a mor-

ally eligible agent may be blamed. By this, Malle

et al. (this issue) mean an agent who is capable of

representing norms that may be violated. Accord-

ingly, they treat a 12-year-old as a borderline case

(pp. 153–154). It seems possible that this conception

of a morally eligible agent, while eminently rational,

is more restrictive than the notion that many ordinary

individuals rely on in their actual blame judgments.

In recent work my colleague Adam Benforado and I

conducted, we found clear evidence for the existence

of retributive motives directed toward animals that

attack and kill humans, such as a shark that kills a

swimmer (Goodwin & Benforado, in press). For

instance, a shark that kills a more sympathetic victim

is treated as more deserving of death, and more

deserving of a painful death, than is a shark that kills

a less sympathetic victim—in accordance with a

retributive principle of proportional punishment

(Kant, 1991). This result holds while statistically

accounting for the perceived dangerousness of the

respective sharks.

Showing that retributive motives—in low to

moderate doses—can be directed toward animals is

not the same as showing that such animals are mor-

ally blamed. But the idea of retribution does seem to

presuppose some form of moral blame. Indeed, we

found that a shark that had actually killed a human

victim was regarded as far more blameworthy than

one that had not (Goodwin & Benforado, in press,

Study 4), and that blameworthiness ratings were

close to the midpoint of a 9-point scale. Therefore,

individuals regard these animal attackers as being at

least moderately blameworthy for such attacks, and

their desire to punish the animals significantly corre-

lated with those blameworthiness assessments (other

ongoing research we have conducted shows that

blame and punishment for animals is correlated with

the animal’s presumed degree of intentionality,

which fits with the Path Model). However, it seems

unlikely that subjects would also regard these ani-

mal attackers as being capable of representing social

norms, thus suggesting that this requirement of the

Path Model is overly stringent. Blame, it seems, can

be assigned to actors that do not have the capacity to

represent norms. These findings suggest that the

question as to whether the cause of a negative event

is a morally eligible agent may best be treated as a

matter of degree, rather than as a categorical matter.

Is Constructive Moral Criticism Blame?

Malle et al.’s theory of blame distinguishes

between cognitive blame (as depicted in the Path

Model) and social blame. Important questions are yet

to be answered regarding social blame, and the theory

serves an important function by drawing our attention

to these issues. One question, which the target article

alludes to, is the form of moral criticism that is likely

to be most beneficial, and most reformative in every-

day social life. The authors note, plausibly, that moral

criticism (or blame) that is overly hostile, aggressive,

or emotional is likely to prompt defensive maneuvers

on the part of the targeted individual. In contrast,

calmer, more rational, less aggressive moral criticism

is likely to produce a more engaged response. But is

this calmer, more rational form of criticism blame? It

seems like of a stretch of the concept to regard this

form of moral criticism as blame. (It is hard to imag-

ine a marital therapist, for instance, advising one of

the aggrieved parties in a marital dispute to engage in

more blame, or even to engage in a different kind of

blame. A more likely form of advice is to stop blam-

ing altogether and to engage in an entirely different

form of criticism.) The authors describe intriguing

new evidence regarding the similarity between differ-

ent forms of moral criticism and blame (e.g., Voiklis,

Cusimano, & Malle, 2014), which seems to suggest

that merely objecting to or disapproving of a particu-

lar form of conduct is not seen as similar to blame at

all (see Figure 4 in Malle et. al, this issue); yet they

also seem to want to regard calm, constructive moral

criticism as a kind of blame. My question for the

authors is therefore, Where does blame stop and these

other forms of moral criticism begin?

A related question, which the authors do not men-

tion but which I believe is important, is, How much

social blame actually occurs in daily life? It strikes

me that moral criticism, and even blame, is prevalent

but that its expression usually takes the form of third-

party gossip rather than direct moral reproach. Direct

social blame seems to require a quite intimate con-

nection between two parties, which serves as a buffer

against the negative fallout that such blame can

cause, or alternatively, a power differential between

the blamer and the blamed, which also provides the

blamer with sufficient warrant to blame. When two

parties are equal in power, and not intimately con-

nected, it is not obvious that blame will freely (or

often) be attributed. Rather, it seems likely to be

attributed cautiously, and only for rather serious

social violations.
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Concluding Comments

The theory of blame advanced in the target article

is provocative, deep, and rich with insight, and it pro-

vides the most comprehensive existing theory of

blame in the moral judgment literature. It is almost

certainly right in its core theoretical tenets. The the-

ory’s emphasis on information processing is a wel-

come shift in the way moral psychologists often

conceive of their endeavor and will provide a tem-

plate for researchers in studying moral judgment in

all of its many guises. I have raised critical comments

in this commentary, which are intended to spur

debate and new investigations. The criticisms I have

raised do not challenge any of the core tenets of the

theory but rather point to some aspects of blame that

might fall outside the immediate purview of the

theory, which it does not yet fully account for.
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