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PREFACE

The 1980 monograph Belief in a Just World: A Fundamental Delusion
concluded with a “last thought.” It contained the following recom-
mendations concerning what should happen next:

Much remains to be done. As scientists and people who care
about one another we need to understand more about the social
psychological processes which generate this commitment to
deserving and justice. Why do people care about justice? This
concern is ultimately tied to the need to solve the riddle of what
decides the particular form that justice takes in a given situation.
At times, people feel that justice is served when people’s needs are
most effectively met; at other times, people’s deserving is seen as
relative to their effort, their contributions to a task, their station in
life, [or] what they can win in a fair competition (Lerner, 1975).
And both of these sets of problems are inextricably bound up
with the way people decide who is in their “world,” and what
place they have in that world. (Lerner, 1980, p. 194)

The present monograph reviews the contributions of many inves-
tigators over the past thirty years in order to provide answers to those
centrally important questions. Consistent with the style adopted in
the earlier volume, we generated a narrative that provides the reader
with our thoughts as we examined a wide range of theories and data.
Much of this narrative consists of critical analyses and arguments for
rejecting and reinterpreting entire lines of research as well as the
theories that generated them.

ix
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X Preface

In order to integrate the relevant material needed to provide
answers to the central questions of the origins of people’s commitment
to justice and the forms that it takes, it was necessary to detail the way
in which much of what had been published in the most prestigious
journals and monographs was irrelevant or just plain wrong. In our
review of the research, some of the most visible and active areas of
contemporary research were found wanting, at best. That includes
much of what has been published under the rubric of economic
psychology, procedural justice data and theories, evolutionary theories,
and infrahuman data, and an array of experiments employing simu-
lations and vignettes that generate misleading conclusions.

Fortunately, and happily, several among the most recent gener-
ations of investigators produced sufficient, ingeniously generated
experimental findings to enable us to piece together an outline not
only of the origins of the justice motive but also of how justice and
self-interest interact in people’s lives: an initial stage of automatic
preconscious processes including justice and self-conceited scripts,
and the personal contract, is followed by a second stage in which
norm-based motives tend to dominate, and then by a third stage in
which people often react in terms of “prepared solutions” to the
often-conflicting demands of justice and self-interest.

It has been a long time, and an often bumpy journey, but we feel
this volume integrates an extensive array of studies to represent a
worthwhile advance in our understanding. We may not have pre-
sented the last word about the origins and forms of justice and how
they interact with other, self-interested motives, but as some of our
discussion of important real-world problems reveals, we know a great
deal more about how the justice motive appears in people’s lives than
we did in 1980. There is even more reason to believe now that justice is
a central and pervasive motive. Recognizing the importance of the
justice motive, and the various circumstances and forms in which it
influences people’s lives, offers the opportunity to avoid many tragic
events and promises constructive solutions to important problems.
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