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Intergroup conflict is a costly and persistent aspect of social life, and one that often carries great moral sig-
nificance for those who participate in it. Ostensibly moral behaviors can provide a path to social status in
groups, as when self-sacrificing in-group members gain respect and prestige relative to their peers. This ar-
ticle bridges these two ideas to examine the perceived morality and status worthiness of intergroup revenge
and forgiveness, and the moral accounts used to justify them. Using an original survey experiment con-
ducted on a national probability sample in the United States, we examine everyday intergroup conflicts
across national, sports, and political identities. We find forgiveness is perceived as more moral, and in turn
more status worthy, than revenge. Justifications for moral judgments typically drew on accounts of harm/
care, reciprocity, and avoiding chaos and disorder. This contributes to research on conflict, group dynamics,
status, and morality.
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Status is a fundamental dimension of inequal-  through shared beliefs, and cannot be directly
ity within and between groups. Unlike material ~ seized from others (Ridgeway and Markus 2022,
forms of inequality, it can emerge only from this issue). Thus individuals are motivated to
interactions between others and self, operates  behave in ways that garner respect and defer-

Stephen Benard is an associate professor of sociology at Indiana University. Long Doan is an associate profes-
sor of sociology at the University of Maryland, United States. D. Adam Nicholson is a postdoctoral scholar at
The Ohio State University, United States. Emily Meanwell is a clinical associate professor of sociology at Indi-
ana University, United States. Eric L. Wright is a data analyst at Nexleaf Analytics, United States. Peter Lista
is a doctoral candidate in sociology at Indiana University, United States.

© 2022 Russell Sage Foundation. Benard, Stephen, Long Doan, D. Adam Nicholson, Emily Meanwell, Eric L.
Wright, and Peter Lista. 2022. “To Forgive Is Divine? Morality and the Status Value of Intergroup Revenge and
Forgiveness.” RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences 8(6): 122-39. DOI: 10.7758/
RSF.2022.8.6.07. We thank Sydney Alcaraz, Callie Cleckner, Benjamin Gallati, Melissa Garcia, Patrick Kaminski,
Eunhye Lee, Jennifer Lee, Hannah Lloyd, Christian Negron Rolon, Alyssa Place, Kara Snawder, Jenny Yang, and
Iris Zhao for their work coding the open-ended responses, and Benjamin Hartmann for writing the R code for
the sensitivity analyses. We also thank the editors and conference participants for their helpful feedback, and
the National Science Foundation (Award ID #1728889) and Indiana University for supporting this research. Any
opinions, findings, and conclusions or recommendations expressed in this material are those of the authors and
do not necessarily reflect the views of the National Science Foundation or other sponsors. Direct correspondence
to: Stephen Benard, at sbenard@indiana.edu, Department of Sociology, Indiana University, Bloomington, IN,
47405, United States.

Open Access Policy: RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences is an open access journal.
This article is published under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 3.0 Unported Li-
cense.


mailto:sbenard%40indiana.edu?subject=
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0745-2029
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9875-1037

TO FORGIVE IS DIVINE? 123

ence from others (Bai 2017; Bai, Ho, and Yan
2020; Flynn et al. 2006; Hardy and Van Vugt
2006; Milinski, Semmann, and Krambeck 2002;
Willer 2009). Existing status research focuses
intragroup relations, including the traits, be-
haviors, and resources that cause some people
to have more status than others (Correll and
Ridgeway 2006).

Intergroup conflict is an important struc-
tural condition shaping these intragroup status
processes (Benard et al. 2021; Benard and Doan
2020). Intergroup conflict provides opportuni-
ties for individuals to demonstrate valued qual-
ities, such as group commitment, and in doing
so gain status in groups. For example, Ukrai-
nian President Volodymyr Zelensky was widely
praised for refusing U.S. offers to evacuate prior
to the Russian invasion, instead staying to par-
ticipate in the defense of Kyiv (Braithwaite
2022; Harris, Francis, and Dixon 2022). In this
article, we examine whether perceptions of mo-
rality shed light on how conflict behaviors and
status processes are related. We aim to under-
stand the relationship between perceived mo-
rality, status, and two contrasting responses to
conflict: intergroup revenge and forgiveness.
To do so, we draw on two findings from recent
research.

First, individuals view intergroup conflicts
in deeply moral terms, especially when valued
in-groups are implicated in these conflicts
(B6hm, Thielmann, and Hilbig 2018; Graham,
Haidt, and Nosek 2009; Halevy et al. 2015; Rai
and Fiske 2011). Conflict shapes the moral eval-
uations of behavior and which behaviors are
considered moral varies across social contexts
(Rai and Fiske 2011). In some cases, aggression
is considered heroic when directed at an out-
group member but despicable otherwise (Ha-
levy and Cohen 2019). Indeed, in honor cul-
tures, failing to seek revenge for an intergroup
affront is shameful (Beckerman et al. 2009;
Black-Michaud 1975; Gould 2003). The per-
ceived morality of forgiveness also varies situ-
ationally. Forgiveness is viewed as virtuous in
some contexts, such as nonviolent civil rights
movements (McAdam and Tarrow 2000), but is
morally unacceptable in others (Exline et al.
2003). Our work finds that in everyday contexts,
intergroup revenge is viewed as less status wor-
thy than forgiveness (Benard et al. 2021).

Second, individuals who demonstrate osten-
sibly moral behaviors such as altruism, gener-
osity, and self-sacrifice gain social status (Bai
2017; Bai, Ho, and Yan 2020; Flynn et al. 2006;
Hardy and Van Vugt 2006; Milinski, Semmann,
and Krambeck 2002; Willer 2009). Status—the
relationships of respect, prestige, and defer-
ence within groups—plays a fundamental role
in structuring group life and motivating behav-
ior (Anderson and Kilduff 2009; Bales et al.
1951; Berger, Cohen, and Zelditch 1972; Correll
and Ridgeway 2006; Strodtbeck, James, and
Hawkins 1957).

Taken together, the findings that conflict
carries moral weight for its participants and
that moral behaviors are considered status wor-
thy suggest that conflict provides opportunities
to gain status by demonstrating moral behav-
ior. Building on this work and drawing on the
status theory of collective action (Willer 2009),
costly signaling theories (Spence 1973), and the
moral virtue theory of status attainment (Bai
2017), we explore the status value of revenge,
forgiveness, and morality in intergroup con-
flict. We evaluate the perceived morality of re-
venge and forgiveness, whether moral behav-
iors are perceived to be status worthy, and
whether morality provides a pathway from in-
tergroup revenge or forgiveness to intragroup
status. Drawing on moral foundations theory
(Graham, Haidt, and Nosek 2009), we examine
the moral accounts used to justify evaluations
of revenge and forgiveness as morally right or
wrong, and how these accounts are related to
perceived status. We evaluate these relation-
ships using original, nationally representative
experimental survey data with quantitative and
qualitative measures.

This work makes several contributions. We
use the concept of morality to bridge existing
lines of research on intergroup conflict and the
status worthiness of cooperative and competi-
tive behaviors. Intergroup conflict is a persis-
tent and costly aspect of social life as well as a
key problem for understanding human groups
(Cook 2000; Fiske 2002; Halevy and Cohen
2019). This article elucidates how intergroup
conflict and intragroup relations shape one an-
other, a question that has fascinated social sci-
entists for more than a century (Barclay and
Benard 2013; Benard and Doan 2011; Coser
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1956; Gouldner 1954; Halevy and Cohen 2019;
Pickett, Bonner, and Coleman 2002; Sherif
1966; Simmel [1908] 1955; Sumner and Keller
1906). Yet this work rarely focuses on the status
dynamics of intergroup relations.

By focusing on status, this article has impli-
cations for understanding how conflict shapes
status inequality. Within groups, conflict may
spur the development of unequal status hierar-
chies, or high-ranking group members may ex-
ploit real or artificial threats to solidify their
position (Barclay and Benard 2013; Pickering
and Kisangani 2005). Between groups, cycles of
revenge may increase intergroup oppression
whereas norms of forgiveness may limit these
cycles (Corey and Joireman 2004). Finally, this
study contributes to understanding the role of
status in cycles of conflict. Some groups be-
come locked in recurring conflict; others estab-
lish peaceful, productive relations (Fearon and
Laitin 1996). Understanding the moral ac-
counts people use to justify forgiveness or ven-
geance has practical implications for encourag-
ing peaceful intergroup relations. Once
identified, these moral accounts could be used
to frame conflict prevention messages in ways
that are convincing and culturally appropriate.

THEORY

Status is a key factor shaping intragroup rela-
tionships. Definitions of the term vary across
literatures (Faris 2012; Henrich and Gil-White
2001; Martin 2009). We draw on expectation
states theory to use the term to refer to one’s
place in a group hierarchy of respect, prestige,
and deference (Berger, Cohen, and Zelditch
1972). Many groups, including work teams, ju-
ries, labor unions, and youth gangs, organize
themselves along status lines; some group
members are accorded greater respect, pres-
tige, and influence than others (Bales et al. 1951;
Gould 2003; Sherif 1966; Strodtbeck, James, and
Hawkins 1957; Van Vugt, Hogan, and Kaiser
2008). Although symbolic, status is a widely de-
sired social resource with material conse-

STATUS: WHAT IT IS AND WHY IT MATTERS FOR INEQUALITY

quences. It incentivizes contributions to group
goals and compliance with group norms while
generating inequality and sometimes status
competition within groups (Anderson et al.
2012; Anderson and Kilduff 2009; Correll and
Ridgeway 2006; Willer 2009).

Paths to Status in Groups

Individuals can follow several paths to status
in groups. Historically, most research focuses
on a competence-based path (Bai 2017; Berger,
Cohen, and Zelditch 1972; Cheng, Tracy, and
Henrich 2010).* This approach, elaborated by
expectation states theory, argues that status
hierarchies emerge when groups aim to col-
lectively address a task or problem (Berger,
Cohen, and Zelditch 1972; Correll and Ridgeway
2006). To do so, they evaluate which of their
members are expected to make the greatest
contribution to solving the problem at hand;
these members receive more respect, attention,
and deference. The expectation is that defer-
ring to competent group members will improve
group performance.

Acknowledging the importance of the
competence-based pathway, we focus on pro-
sociality as route to status. Diverse strands of
research have identified an alternative set of
pathways to status in groups that broadly
hinge on gaining status through behaviors that
demonstrate valued characteristics other than
competence. These characteristics include al-
truism, sacrifice for other group members, gen-
erosity, and trustworthiness. This perspective
is derived from expectation states (Ridgeway
1982; Willer 2009) and costly signaling theories
(Hardy and Van Vugt 2006; Milinski, Semmann,
and Krambeck 2002; Nelissen 2008). It argues
that individuals who sacrifice for the group’s
well-being, who are more generous with other
group members, or who otherwise incur costs
for the group’s benefit are presumed to possess
greater intrinsic motivation to help the group,
trustworthiness, or other group-beneficial
qualities (Barclay 2004; Willer 2009).

1. Individuals can also gain influence in groups through the use of threats and coercion. Although some scholars
view this as a path to status (Bai 2017), we see coerced deference as analytically distinct from the voluntarily
conferred deference characteristic of status hierarchies (Ridgeway and Markus 2022, this issue; Henrich and

Gil-White 2001).
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Two interpretations of why these behaviors
translate into greater status and leadership op-
portunities prevail. The status theory of collec-
tive action (Willer 2009) and other signaling-
based approaches (Barclay 2004; Hardy and Van
Vugt 2006; Milinski, Semmann, and Krambeck
2002; Nelissen 2008) suggest that conferring
status to those with group-beneficial qualities
pays off because they use status and influence
to benefit the group. The moral virtue theory
of status attainment argues that actors who
embody the moral values of their group are per-
ceived as virtuous, or excelling in moral do-
mains, and in turn gain status (Bai 2017; Bai,
Ho, and Yan 2020).

To the extent that virtuous behaviors yield
group benefits, the moral virtue theory and
signaling-based theories overlap. For example,
Feng Bai (2017, 208) argues that “to be morally
praiseworthy, virtue, inevitably, involves volun-
tary self-sacrifice for the good of others, beyond
conformity to moral norms” (emphasis in the
original). However, the moral virtue theory also
argues that enacting moral values is not neces-
sarily instrumentally beneficial to the group,
such as when a moral emphasis on order or
obedience impairs performance on group task
requiring creativity (Bai 2017, 210), or when acts
of altruism leave one too exhausted to contrib-
ute to group goals (Bai, Ho, and Yan. 2020, 504).
Instead, the mechanism linking virtue to status
is a “warm glow” of admiration that enhances
one’s social standing.

This raises the question of whether behav-
iors such as altruism, generosity, and self-
sacrifice function as costly signals of group mo-
tivation, signs of virtuous character, or both.
Our data include separate measures of group
motivation and perceived morality, allowing us
to assess whether the evidence is consistent
with one or both pathways.

Research on these pathways to status fo-
cuses on behavior that is unambiguously help-
ful to the group, such as contributing money or
effort to group goals (Barclay 2006; Hardy and
Van Vugt 2006; Willer 2009), or organizational
citizenship behaviors (Bai, Ho, and Yan 2020).
Assigning status for acts of intergroup revenge
or forgiveness is more complicated, because
each behavior may be interpreted as a positive

or negative contribution to group welfare. In
the moment, it can be ambiguous whether re-
venge or forgiveness will have beneficial conse-
quences. Revenge may signal the group’s
toughness and cohesion, deterring future
threats from out-groups (Gould 2003; Schelling
1980), or it may expose the group to counter-
revenge or other sanctions (Nikiforakis and En-
gelmann 2011). Forgiveness may reduce costly
intergroup conflict and provide opportunities
for mutually beneficial relationships (Mc-
Cullough, Kurzban, and Tabak 2013), or may
create the perception that the in-group is faint-
hearted, or that the forgiver sympathizes with
the out-group (Sherif 1966). This ambiguity
may account for the cultural variation in the
value placed on revenge, as well as groups’ in-
ternal conflict about pursuing revenge or for-
giveness (Exline et al. 2003).

When individuals make these assessments
before the long-term consequences of venge-
ful or forgiving behavior are known, how do
they assign status for these behaviors? Our
recent work examines this question (Benard
et al. 2021). We use a vignette study depicting
an in-group member who is confronted by an
out-group member. The out-group member in-
sults the in-group, and the in-group member
responds in either a forgiving (encouraging
peaceful relations between the two groups) or
vengeful manner (verbal retaliation and a
shove). Across three identities (national iden-
tity, sports fandom, and political party affilia-
tion) we find that the forgiving in-group mem-
ber is viewed as more group motivated and
more status worthy, compared to the vengeful
in-group member. Consistent with signaling-
based accounts, perceived group motivation
partially mediates the effect of forgiveness on
status, suggesting that forgiveness leads to sta-
tus by signaling group motivation.

Extending these findings, we ask here
whether forgiveness and revenge are perceived
as moral, whether perceived morality increases
perceived status, and whether it does so sepa-
rately from group motivation. We investigate
how people justify the moral judgments they
make about revenge and forgiveness. We then
examine whether these judgments are corre-
lated with the status worthiness of morality.

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES



126

Because group solidarity is amplified through
“enthusiastic participation in group rituals”
that feel righteous and morally good (Collins
1990), a better understanding of the moral
foundations used to justify revenge and forgive-
ness elucidates an underexplored dimension
of group cohesion, hierarchy, and social status.
These questions follow.

Q1: Is forgiveness or revenge more often viewed
as morally right?

We investigate whether revenge or forgiveness
is more often viewed as morally right. Drawing
on data from a vignette study of revenge and
forgiveness (Benard et al. 2021), we examine an
open-ended item in which respondents were
asked to make moral assessments of vengeful
or forgiving behavior. According to the moral
virtue theory of status attainment, if one behav-
ior is viewed as more morally right, it should
be viewed as more status worthy (Bai 2017). We
made no predictions as to whether revenge or
forgiveness will more often be viewed as mor-
ally right, given that each behavior could be in-
terpreted as morally right or wrong.

Q2: What moral accounts do people draw on to
Justify moral judgments about revenge and
forgiveness?

After assessing the perceived morality of re-
venge or forgiveness, we evaluate why people
perceive revenge or forgiveness as morally right
or wrong. To do so, we asked survey respon-
dents to explain their moral judgments of the
forgiving or vengeful behavior in the survey vi-
gnette. To analyze these accounts in a theoret-
ically informed way, we drew on moral founda-
tions theory (Graham, Haidt, and Nosek 2009).
This theory argues that humans have a set of
evolved but culturally and socially modifiable
moral foundations. Although the exact number
and nature of these foundations is debated,
much work focuses on five: harm-care, fairness-
reciprocity, in-group-loyalty, authority-respect,
and purity-sanctity. As the names suggest, the
harm-care foundation focuses on caring for
others and avoiding causing harm, and the
fairness-reciprocity foundation on issues of jus-
tice and cooperation. These are the “individual-
izing” foundations (Graham, Haidt, and Nosek

STATUS: WHAT IT IS AND WHY IT MATTERS FOR INEQUALITY

2009). The latter three are the “binding” foun-
dations, for their presumed role in maintaining
social solidarity through group loyalty, subser-
vience to group hierarchies, and respecting cul-
tural boundaries.

For our purposes, we are less concerned
with whether the theory’s underlying assump-
tions are correct (for example, whether moral
foundations are evolved cultural universals or
primarily intuitive versus reasoned; see Smith
et al. 2017). Instead, our interest lies in the fact
that these foundations are widely valued, to dif-
fering degrees, in a broad range of cultural set-
tings, and so make a logical starting point for
understanding the perceived morality of re-
venge and forgiveness. In our coding, we also
inductively capture respondents’ understand-
ing of other moral values beyond these five
foundations.

Q3: Does perceived morality mediate the
relationship between forgiveness and status?

We next assess whether demonstrating moral-
ity through vengeful or forgiving behaviors pro-
vides a path to status. If one of these behaviors
is viewed as more morally right, the moral vir-
tue theory of status attainment predicts it
should also be viewed as more status worthy.
Our work finds that individuals gain status
from forgiving behavior, in part because it sig-
nals group motivation (Benard et al. 2021).
Given the broad theoretical similarity between
signaling and morality-based approaches—in
that each suggests that certain behaviors are
taken as a sign of desirable underlying quali-
ties, and therefore status worthy—we assess
whether the evidence is more consistent with
morality and group motivation as separate or
overlapping paths.

Q4: Are specific moral accounts differentially
related to status?

As an exploratory step, we examined whether
some moral accounts elicit more status than
others. For example, are behaviors viewed as
morally right because they are caring perceived
as more or less status worthy than those viewed
as morally right because they are reciprocal?
Existing theory suggests that whether a behav-
ior is viewed as morally right shapes its per-
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ceived status worthiness (Bai 2017), but we
know of no work on the status worthiness of
specific moral foundations. We examine this
question in two ways. We assess whether mean
levels of perceived status differ by specific
moral accounts. We also examine whether spe-
cific moral accounts play a role in mediating
the effect of forgiveness-revenge on status.

METHODS

To answer our research questions, we con-
ducted a nationally representative online sur-
vey experiment using NORC’s AmeriSpeak
panel, as part of a larger study we conducted on
the status value of group motivated revenge
and forgiveness (Benard et al. 2021). The Am-
eriSpeak panel uses a two-stage probability
sample design based on the NORC National
Sample Frame (Dennis 2017). Panelists are re-
cruited into the sample and agree to complete
two to three short surveys per month. A sample
of 2,116 respondents were recruited for the
study. Of these, thirty (1.4 percent) skipped all
survey items. Of the 2,086 remaining, 1,928 (92.4
percent) responded to the morality question.
An additional fifteen skipped all of the items in
the status or group motivation scales, leaving
1,913 respondents for analysis (90 percent of the
total sample).?

Procedure

After providing informed consent, respondents
were asked a series of questions designed to
gauge important in-groups. All respondents
were U.S. citizens, providing one (national) in-
group identity. Respondents were also asked
about political party identification, whether
they had a favorite sports team and, if so, to
name the team. Following these preliminary
questions, we elicited perceived out-groups
from respondents with political party and
sports team identifications by asking which po-
litical party’s interests most conflict with their
own party’s interests, and which sports team is

127

the biggest rival of their favorite team. We treat
these identities as three conceptual replica-
tions based on national identity, sports fan-
dom, and political party affiliation, to evaluate
the robustness of the findings and map varia-
tion across key social identities such as voca-
tions and avocations (sports fandom), political
affiliation, ethnicity and religion broadly con-
ceived (national identity) (Deaux et al. 1995).°
These identities are widely held, making them
practical for use in a study of the general popu-
lation. Pilot testing indicated that individuals
holding these identities can easily identify rival
out-groups.

Using these responses, respondents were
randomly assigned to an identity scenario
based on their in-group memberships. Re-
spondents who identified with all three groups
were randomly assigned to one of the three.
Respondents who identified with either a po-
litical party or a sports team were randomly
assigned to scenarios corresponding to one of
the two identities they had. The survey was pro-
grammed to keep the sizes of the scenarios rel-
atively equal (between 625 and 658 respondents
per scenario).

After making assignments to a scenario, we
measured respondents’ identification with the
in-group along with the perceived level of con-
flict with the out-group. In the broader study,
respondents were then randomly assigned to
one of the four between-subjects experimental
conditions (vignette character’s behavior:
forgiving-vengeful x vignette character’s stated
motivation: group-individual benefit). Here we
focus on the behavior factor (whether the vi-
gnette character behaves in a forgiving or
vengeful manner). We find few differences by
group motivation in the outcomes of interest
(for details, see Benard et al. 2021); thus we
present results collapsed across the motivation
conditions to save space. Respondents read a
vignette that corresponded to the condition
and scenario they were assigned, specific po-

2. Sample demographics are included in online supplement 1. All supplemental materials can be viewed at
https://www.rsfjournal.org/content/8/6/122/tab-supplemental.

3. Kay Deaux and her colleagues use these labels broadly: the ethnicity cluster includes regional identities such
as Southerner, racial identities such as African American, and national identities such as American.
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litical party or sports in-groups and out-groups
derived from their responses earlier in the sur-
vey.*

The vignette asked respondents to imagine
witnessing a chance encounter between two
strangers in a public setting. This setting was a
local tourist attraction in the national identity
scenario, a protest in the political affiliation
scenario, and the parking lot of a game be-
tween the respondent’s favorite team and a ri-
val team in the sports fandom scenario.® In
each scenario, the vignette describes an out-
group member insult an in-group member, us-
ing a group-based insult. For example, in the
sports scenario, the out-group members says,
“Watch where you put your stuff, jerk! All you
[In-group] fans are such idiots!” Depending on
the experimental condition, the in-group mem-
ber responds in either a forgiving or vengeful
manner, and then turns to a friend and pro-
vides either an individually motivated or group-
motivated explanation for their behavior. Fol-
lowing the vignette, respondents evaluated the
perceived social status of the in-group vignette
character, completed manipulation check ques-
tions, and answered additional items, includ-
ing the morality measure and items used in the
moderation analysis.

Key Variables

Forgiveness. Our primary independent variable
is a condition indicator for whether the in-
group vignette character behaves in a forgiving
orvengeful manner (1 = forgiving, 0 = vengeful).
In the forgiveness condition, the in-group
member tells the out-group member that they
do not need to argue, and recommends that

each person return to their original activities
(such as enjoying the game or expressing them-
selves at the protest). This is consistent with
scholarship viewing forgiveness as a proactive
effort to improve intergroup relations, not
solely the absence of revenge (McCullough
2001; McCullough, Kurzban, and Tabak 2013).
In the revenge condition, the in-group member
shoves the out-group member and issues a ver-
bal warning. A manipulation check using two
9-point, Likert-type items finds that respon-
dents viewed the focal character as significantly
more forgiving in the forgiving vignette relative
to the vengeful vignette (M = 6.54 vs. M = 4.11,
t=-27.65, p <.0005, two-tailed).®

Perceived Group Motivation. We used two
9-point, Likert-type items to measure perceived
group motivation. We asked respondents to as-
sess the extent to which the vignette character
was mostly concerned with helping himself or
[other in-group members] and acting on his be-
half or on behalf of [other in-group members],
averaged to form a scale (o = .84).

Moral Evaluation. Morality is measured qual-
itatively with a two-part question and coded
into two separate measures.” The first question
asks respondents, “Thinking about how the
[in-group member], handled this situation,
would you say that their response was morally
right or wrong?” We coded responses into four
mutually exclusive categories: “yes,” if the re-
spondent believed the behavior was morally
right (“Yes, I think it was morally right”), “no,”
if the respondent believed the behavior was
morally wrong (“I do not believe that morally it
was appropriate”), “maybe,” which included
statements that were neutral, ambivalent, or

4.In developing the vignettes, we read news articles and watched social media videos depicting similar alterca-
tions. We elicited feedback from two introductory sociology classes (n = 25 and n = 40) and pilot tested the
vignettes on Amazon’'s mTurk platform. NORC also conducted and provided recordings for cognitive interviews
with survey respondents (n = 9).

5. Full text of all scenarios is available in online supplement 7.

6. An additional two participants did not fill out the forgiving-vengeful manipulation check questions, leaving
an analytic sample of 1,911 for the manipulation check only. The manipulation check consisted of two items: the
extent which the in-group member was viewed as not forgiving or forgiving and vengeful or not vengeful, on
9-point bipolar scales. These were averaged to form a single measure (« = .83).

7. Teams of coders coded each item until they reached acceptable levels of interrater reliability; the minimum
threshold was a Krippendorf’'s alpha of 0.9. Open codes were developed using pilot test data from Amazon’s
mTurk platform. For more details of the coding procedure, see online supplement 8.
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mixed (“It was neither right or wrong; it had a
little of both”), and “other,” which included
statements that did not assess the action’s mo-
rality (“I don’t think morality came into play in
this situation”).

Moral Accounts. Our second measure of mo-
rality captures moral values respondents drew
on to explain their moral judgment. After their
moral evaluation, we ask respondents, “What
made it right or wrong?” As noted, our initial
set of coding categories drew on five moral
foundations specified by moral foundations
theory—harme-care, fairness-reciprocity, in-
group-loyalty, authority-respect, and purity-
sanctity (Graham, Haidt, and Nosek 2009)—
but we also used open coding to identify
moral accounts that did not fit into these cat-
egories.

Following the open coding, the final code-
book included a total of nine codes for moral
justifications: harm-care, fairness, reciprocity,
chaos-disorder, in-group-loyalty, respect-
authority, purity-sanctity, self-control, and out-
group-related justifications. The harm-care
code was used for evaluations of morality that
drew on people being harmed or cared for, ei-
ther physically or emotionally (“I think it was
morally wrong; I don’t think favorably of being
physically aggressive with others or harming
them emotionally”). We divided fairness and
reciprocity into two codes, due to a tendency
for respondents in our pilot data to distinguish
between these moral justifications. Respon-
dents tended to use fairness to denote unjust
treatment, such as being the object of stereo-
typing (for example, one respondent in the
sports identity scenario felt it was wrong for a
vignette character to assume all fans of a team
have similar characteristics: “Also he stereo-
typed the other fan as all of them being the
same which is not right either”), and used rec-
iprocity tended to denote a disproportionate
response (“It was not morally right in that they
made a big fuss over nothing”).

We included a code for chaos-disorder,
which is sometimes grouped with authority in
moral foundations theory. Our respondents

used this type of reasoning to denote morality
based on whether the in-group member’s ac-
tions caused or could have caused chaos or dis-
order: “I think this person is probably morally
right, because they . . . avoided a larger conflict
that might have unintended consequences
(stabbing, shooting, expulsion from parking
lot”).

Codes for in-group loyalty were used for jus-
tifications around the idea of betraying or not
betraying one’s in-group (“He did the right
thing because he spoke out in defense of some-
one else ... [and] because he was part of a
group trying to persuade others and he made
his side look more reasonable”). The respect-
authority codes were used for moral accounts
drawing on the respect for authorities, other
people, or social traditions. We coded for
purity-sanctity for justifications drawing on no-
tions of disgust, purity, and standards of de-
cency (“They did not fire back with the same
type of vulgar language”).

We developed two novel codes through open
coding. One, which we called self-control, cap-
tured evaluations of morality that take into ac-
count whether or not someone demonstrated
self-control or restraint (“I believe it was mor-
ally right. He took the high road. He could’ve
insulted the foreign tourist in retaliation but
chose not to”). The second, which we called
moral-out, captured references to the out-
group’s morality (or lack of morality).

Respondents gave different moral accounts
for their assessments of the vignette character’s
behavior, depending on whether the behavior
was vengeful or forgiving and whether it was
perceived as morally right or wrong. Categories
do not sum to 100 percent because responses
could be coded into multiple categories, or
none of the categories.

Status. Respondents rated how the in-group
member “is probably viewed in groups that he
belongs to” on five 9-point, bipolar scales: re-
spected, honorable, influential, a leader, and
prominent (Ridgeway and Erickson 2000;
Willer 2009). These items were average to create
a single status measure (o = .88).

8. Spelling errors in survey responses are in the original. Quotations marks have been added or adjusted for

clarity as needed.
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Analytic Strategy

To succinctly present the results, we pooled data
across the three identity scenarios for the anal-
yses presented in the main text. Perceived mo-
rality was largely similar when examining the
three identity scenarios separately.” Our analy-
ses proceed in four steps. First, we evaluate
whether forgiveness is viewed as more moral
and status worthy than revenge using tests of
proportions across the conditions. Second, we
present our qualitative results outlining ac-
counts respondents give in justifying their
moral evaluations and test for differences in the
prevalence of these moral accounts across con-
ditions. Third, we conduct a mediation analysis
to see whether moral evaluation and moral ac-
counts explain status differences between for-
giving and vengeful group members. Best prac-
tices are debated for both control variables and
survey weights when it comes to survey experi-
ments (Miratrix et al. 2018). In keeping with tra-
ditional presentations of experimental results,
we present unweighted models without con-
trols.” In supplementary analyses, we evaluated
whether the perceived morality of revenge or
forgiveness varied by individual-level factors
such as strength of group identity or demo-
graphics.” While there is some individual-level
variation, for example, those strongly identified
with the group and men are more likely to view
revenge as morally right, the overall patterns
were similar to those in the main text.

RESULTS

In this section, we examine four research ques-
tions: whether revenge and forgiveness are per-
ceived as morally right or wrong, what justifica-
tions are offered for these judgments, whether
morality provides a path to status in groups,
and whether specific moral accounts vary in
their perceived status worthiness.

Qt: Is forgiveness perceived as more moral?

Table 1 includes mean status ratings and com-
parisons across conditions of the proportion of

9. See online supplement 2.

STATUS: WHAT IT IS AND WHY IT MATTERS FOR INEQUALITY

respondents who viewed the focal vignette char-
acter’s behavior as morally right, morally wrong,
morally ambiguous, or something else alto-
gether. Our prior work using these data shows
that forgiveness is more status worthy than re-
venge (Benard et al. 2021). This result is repli-
cated here (M = 6.46 in the forgiveness condition
vs. M =5.05 in the revenge condition, p <.001).
We also ask whether forgiveness is viewed as
more moral than revenge. As the table indicates,
76 percent of respondents viewed the forgiving
vignette character as morally right compared to
20 percent who viewed the vengeful vignette
character as morally right (A = 0.56, p < .001, two-
tailed). Inversely, respondents are also less likely
to view forgiveness as morally wrong (7 percent)
versus revenge (55 percent; A =0.48, p <.001).
Also shown in table 1, a small proportion of re-
spondents gave ambivalent evaluations, about
2.5 percent in each condition, indicating that
Americans tend to not equivocate or have trou-
ble determining the morality of forgiveness
compared to revenge. More respondents gave
nonevaluative responses than ambivalent ones;
respondents were also significantly more likely
to give nonevaluative responses in the revenge
condition than the forgiveness condition
(Pr(“Other”|Revenge) = 0.22 vs. Pr(“Other”|
Forgiveness) = 0.14, p <.001).

Collectively, the results indicate that Ameri-
cans are more likely to view forgiveness in this
setting as status worthy, more likely to view it
as morally right, less likely to view it as morally
wrong, and more likely to give it an evaluation
than they are revenge. The proportion of re-
spondents who viewed the focal character’s be-
havior as morally wrong is not merely a reflec-
tion of those who did not view it as morally
right, suggesting that moral evaluation is not
black and white. Indeed, a sizable minority of
respondents do not view the given scenario as
at all relating to morality. To better understand
the social construction of morality, we examine
different moral accounts respondents give to
justify their moral evaluation.

10. For robustness checks, models with controls and those with survey weights are presented in online supple-
ments 3 and 4. Results are substantively similar to those presented here.

11. See online supplement 6.

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES



TO FORGIVE IS DIVINE?

Table 1. Means by Condition
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Revenge Condition Forgiveness Condition Overall
Mean- Mean- Mean-

Variable (Range) Proportion SD Proportion SD Proportion SD
Status 5.05%** 1.72 6.46%** 1.66 5.74 1.83
(1-9)

Morally right 0.20*** 0.76*** 0.48

(0-1)

Morally wrong 0.55%** 0.07*** 0.31

(0-1)

Morally ambiguous 0.03 0.03 0.03

(0-1)

Amoral 0.22%** 0.14%** 0.18

(0-1)

Source: Authors’ tabulation.

*** p <.001 difference is significantly different across conditions (two-tailed tests)

Q2: What moral accounts do people
draw on to justify moral judgments
about revenge and forgiveness?
Although all nine values were given to justify
respondents’ moral evaluations, one received
a clear plurality of support for three of the four
revenge-forgiveness x morally right-wrong cat-
egories (see figure 1). Among respondents who
viewed revenge as morally right, a plurality (37
percent, n = 73/198) justified this evaluation
based on reciprocity. Those who viewed re-
venge as morally wrong focused on the harm
caused by revenge (37 percent, n=201/537).
Among respondents who viewed forgiveness as
morally right, a plurality (27 percent, n = 192/714)
focused on forgiveness as a means to combat
chaos and disorder. It is less clear why some
respondents viewed forgiveness as morally
wrong, in part because so few did. Parsing these
responses suggests that respondents in this
category felt that even the forgiving response
was too assertive, and that the focal character
should have either ignored the antagonist or
been more apologetic. This included state-
ments such as “The American could have just
said “excuse me” or quietly moved away from
the foreign tourist”; and “His response did not
even take into consideration the feelings of the
visitors. He was completely self centered. Thus
leaned very much towards wrong.”

As figure 1 shows, reciprocity, harm, and
chaos are three primary moral accounts used

across moral evaluations. Interestingly, reci-
procity—the account most used to argue for
the moral rightness of revenge—was also the
second most commonly invoked account to ar-
gue that revenge is morally wrong (18 percent,
n=96). Respondents who invoked reciprocity
viewed the shove as a disproportionate re-
sponse, and therefore in violation of the prin-
ciple of reciprocity. Thus the difference appears
to hinge on whether a verbal insult is viewed as
provocative enough to justify physical retalia-
tion. Respondents in the camp viewing retalia-
tion as a violation of the reciprocity principle
made arguments such as “He was morally
wrong. A person does not have to act that way
over such a small issue”; “He was not morally
right, because he had not been touched. He
took it upon himself to make the issue a physi-
cal one”; and “Morally wrong for sure. There’s
not reason to fight over something so silly like
that.”

In contrast, many of reciprocity-based expla-
nations for why revenge is morally right cited a
right—and in some cases an obligation—to
stand up for oneself and one’s in-groups, as il-
lustrated by the following examples:

“We still have an honor culture particularly
in some parts of the country and it is mor-
ally right to stand up against some insulting
you, or your country. It was right because it
was in response to an unreasonable insult.
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Figure 1. Proportions of Moral Accounts by Condition and Moral Evaluation

Revenge, Morally Right (n = 198)
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Source: Authors’ tabulation.

An insult against ALL Americans. IF it had
just been personal, it would be easy to ig-
nore, or end with a go F*** yourself and
move on. The foreigner insulted an entire
nation and its population. It should have
been answered.”

“Morally right up to a point. He shouldn’t
have to accept being talked to like that (gen-
eralized as an ‘ugly American’), but the shov-
ing and escalation didn’t really help the per-
ception of Americans in this situation. If I
had to choose him acting this way, or doing
nothing, I would go with this response hon-
estly. That’s probably a bit of my overt pa-
triotism coming out there—‘no one should
talk bad about the USA.””

“Morally right—yes. He had a right to pro-
tect his honor and that of his associates. If
someone was to call his wife a whore would
he not have the moral right and near-duty
to defend her honor? This situation is not
as drastic, but it is the same principle.”

These points were also echoed in shorter
comments, such as “because as a human you
don’tjust stand there and take another persons
abuse because they believe in another system”;

Revenge, Morally Wrong (n = 537)

—_—
—_——
—
—_—
—

——
——

—_

Forgive, Morally Wrong ( = 65)

“He was just sticking up for his party”; and
“stood up for what he believes in.”

Those who viewed revenge as morally wrong
most commonly gave harm or care-related jus-
tifications. Many viewed the escalation from a
verbal dispute to physical aggression as intrin-
sically wrong: “It was wrong. You shouldn’t re-
act that way to someone’s words. You definitely
shouldn’t get physical.” “Morally wrong. It is
never ok to put your hands on another person.”
“Morally wrong, because he sought to do the
other person physical harm.”

Along these lines, other responses argued
for a more forgiving response: “Wrong. Give
people a chance. Intolerance and violence
shouldn’t be the gut reaction. The American
tourist should have moved on considering he
knew nothing of the other person’s situation.”
“Wrong, because if you love your neighbor as
yourself, you wouldn’t respond that way. A gen-
tle answer turns away wrath, love your enemies.
Hurt people hurt people. ... Love is the only
right response.”

Respondents who viewed forgiveness as
morally right most often justified this assess-
ment with accounts of chaos-disorder. These
accounts focused on efforts to deescalate the
situation: “Morally right; he took what could be
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Table 2. Coefficients from KHB Mediation Analysis of Status on Moral Evaluation

Proportion of

Brorgiveness SE Difference
Reduced 1.41 0.07***
FU” 0.49 0.08***
Difference 0.92 0.06***
Moral evaluation 0.40 0.04%** 43.67
Group motivation 0.52 0.05%** 56.33

Source: Authors’ tabulation.
*** p <.001 (two-tailed tests)

an explosive situation and tamped it down.”
“He was right not to say anything at the time
things could have spiraled out of control.” “I
think he handled the situation well, deescalat-
ing rather than going to the easier route and
arguing back; there’s no moral high ground to
starting a fight.”

A number of responses concern the poten-
tial spread of disorder: “He was right to diffuse
the situation and prevent it from becoming a
physical altercation or one that would have ru-
ined either group’s night.” “I would say it was
right. The reason it was right, the Eagles fan
had the foresight to see a major brawl could
have erupted if he had chose to be a combatant
with the Cowboys fan.” “Right, What made it
right was he didn’t contribute to an unneces-
sary uproar and spoil everybody’s good time. A
true warrior wins the fight by avoiding it alto-
gether.”

Q3: Is morality a pathway to status?
Our previous work finds that forgiving individ-
uals are perceived to be greater in status than
vengeful individuals in part because they are
perceived as more group motivated (Benard et
al. 2021). We assess whether respondents also
perceive forgiving individuals as more status
worthy because they perceive them as more
moral. We evaluate whether the results are con-
sistent with morality and group motivation
serving as separate paths to status.

We evaluate this question using the Karlson-

12. Detailed results are included in online supplement 5.

Holm-Breen (KHB) method, which allows for
multiple mediators and comparisons across
models with continuous and binary responses
(Kohler, Karlson, and Holm 2011). We use the
khb command in Stata to fit a reduced model
(no mediators) which regresses status on the
forgiving-vengeful condition (forgiving = 1), us-
ing the group-individual motivation condition
as a control (group motivation =1), and a full
model that includes a binary indicator for
whether the respondent viewed the behavior as
morally right (1 = morally right, 0 = all other as-
sessments), and the measure of perceived
group motivation as mediators.

Table 2 includes the coefficients from the
reduced and full models as well as the break-
down of the indirect effect of forgiveness
through moral evaluation.” The total effect of
the forgiving manipulation is b = 1.4 (table 2),
indicating that controlling for the group moti-
vation manipulation, respondents view forgiv-
ing actors as 1.4 scale points more status wor-
thy than vengeful actors. The total indirect
effect via the mediators is 0.92 (p <.001). The
model thus estimates that, of the 1.4-point in-
crease in perceived status in the forgiving con-
dition, 0.92 points (66 percent) are transmitted
indirectly, through increases in perceived
group motivation and morality. Of this total in-
direct effect, 0.52 points (57 percent) are esti-
mated to occur through perceived group moti-
vation and 0.40 points (43 percent) through
perceived morality.”

13. We conducted a sensitivity analysis of the indirect effect, using the multimed command in R (Tingley et al.
2014). This indicated that indirect effect of morality is expected to be O when the amount of residual variance
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Figure 2. Mean Status by Moral Account

Revenge, Morally Right

STATUS: WHAT IT IS AND WHY IT MATTERS FOR INEQUALITY

Revenge, Morally Wrong

Harm _ ——
Chaos
Reciprocity —_— —_—
I T T 1
4 5 6 7
Forgive, Morally Right
Harm —_—
Chaos —
Reciprocity —_—
I T T 1
4 5 6 7

Source: Authors’ tabulation.

Q4: Are specific moral accounts

differentially related to status?

We explored whether specific moral accounts
are differentially related to status. Extending
the mediation model in table 2, we fit an alter-
native model that adds three common moral
accounts (reciprocity = 1; harm = 1; chaos = 1)
as potential mediators." These models find lit-
tle evidence that moral accounts independently
explain the total effect of forgiveness on status
net of moral evaluation and group motivation,
so we do not include them in our final media-
tion analysis.

Indeed, when we examined mean status by
the three most commonly offered moral ac-
counts: reciprocity, chaos, and harm, we found
that status varied little by moral account. Fig-
ure 2 presents status by moral account, graphed
separately by revenge-forgiveness condition
and moral evaluation (right-wrong) to avoid
confounding moral accounts with the experi-
mental conditions or perceived morality. We
limited our assessment to these three moral ac-
counts due to sample size issues. Because only
four to five respondents both viewed forgive-

ness as morally wrong and cited one of these
three moral accounts, we exclude this category
from the graph. Even with these steps, only sev-
enteen respondents who viewed revenge as
morally right cited chaos or harm in their jus-
tifications. The other categories ranged from
fifty-two to 201 observations. Status did not ap-
pear to be driven by the moral account offered.
Instead, whether the behavior was viewed as
morally right or wrong was the main factor de-
termining status worthiness.

DISCUSSION

Intergroup conflict is an influential, recurrent,
and costly part of social life. It presents dilem-
mas without clear solutions: will retaliating for
this grievance deter future aggression from ri-
vals or perpetuate an endless cycle of retalia-
tion? Will forgiving my enemy lead to produc-
tive, peaceful relationships, or is it a sucker’s
bet? This ambiguity likely underlies the varia-
tion in the kinds of behaviors that groups value
in conflict. Why do we valorize those who make
peace with rival out-groups at certain times but
elevate those who destroy our rivals at other

explained by interaction heterogeneity is 16 percent, or when the total amount of variance explained by interac-
tion heterogeneity is 10.5 percent (available from the authors).

14. See online supplement 5.
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times? The answers to these questions impli-
cate key human motives, relationships, and so-
cial structures, as we seek to manage our often-
competing interests, loyalty and attachment to
in-groups, and striving for prestige, honor, and
respect.

Increasingly, scholars have recognized that
morality is closely intertwined with these fac-
tors. Indeed, morality and a sense of moral
righteousness is interwoven and essential to
furthering a group’s political goals, status
claims, and their intragroup cohesion (Koenig
2022, this issue). Further, participating in con-
flicts is not only a way toward a policy goal, but
also a way to establish oneself as a moral,
status-worthy group member (Leicht 2022, this
issue).

Building on this recognition of the impor-
tance of morality in motivating group behav-
iors, we ask whether revenge or forgiveness are
seen as morally right, why respondents view
them this way, and whether moral behavior in
conflict provides a path to status in groups. We
examine whether the status worthiness of
moral behavior varies based on the specific
moral account attached to that behavior.

We answer these questions by extending
prior work on group-motivated revenge and
forgiveness. We find that, for the conflict we
examined, forgiveness was more often viewed
as morally right than revenge. We find evidence
consistent with the idea that morality serves as
a pathway to intragroup status, alongside per-
ceived group motivation. Respondents who
viewed forgiveness as morally right most often
justified these evaluations in terms of the chaos
and disorder avoided, whereas those who
viewed revenge as morally right most often
drew on the reciprocity principle. Respondents
who viewed revenge as morally wrong most of-
ten drew on the harm-care principle, but a sub-
stantial number also viewed revenge as a dis-
proportionate violation of the reciprocity
principle. Our results suggest that, despite the
different accounts that Americans draw on to
make sense of their moral evaluations, these
accounts do not themselves create status dif-
ferentials. Instead, moral evaluations coexist
with established mediators such as group mo-
tivation in creating status differentials.

It is likely that the extent to which conflict
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produces opportunities to gain or lose status is
moderated by other group characteristics, such
as the degrees of compression, clarity, and ri-
gidity in status hierarchies (Accominotti, Lynn,
and Sauder 2022, this issue). For example, oc-
cupants of rigid status hierarchies may be less
inclined to participate in intergroup conflict,
given the relatively low possibility of gaining
status by doing so. Collectively, these results
point to moral evaluations as a key mechanism
to create status differences and inequality
within groups and highlight the contours of so-
cial groups for whom it is a stronger mecha-
nism.

Our findings also have implications for so-
cial inequalities. Within groups, conflict can
create or exacerbate unequal status hierar-
chies, as Georg Simmel ([1908] 1955) suggests.
Leaders can exploit conflict to fend off com-
petitors for their position (Barclay and Benard
2013; Pickering and Kisangani 2005). These pro-
cesses might also lead some group members to
have higher propensities to bear the individual-
level burdens of these group-motivated behav-
iors. For example, if participating in conflict is
primarily a way for low-status individuals to
gain status, then low-status individuals may be
disproportionately exposed to violence. Be-
tween groups, norms of revenge versus forgive-
ness can encourage intergroup oppression and
create vicious cycles of revenge (Papachristos
2014).

Limitations

Our design has a number of strengths. By using
a national probability sample, subdivided into
three conceptual replications based on differ-
ent group identities, as well as experimentally
manipulating vengeful and forgiving behavior,
we seek a balance of both external and internal
validity. Our use of both closed and open-ended
questions allows us to test our research ques-
tions yet remain open to new insights. That
said, our findings could be strengthened or ex-
tended in several ways.

First, we examine a specific scenario: wit-
nessing an out-group member insult an in-
group member in a public setting, and the in-
group member responding. The high cost of
fielding a large, nationally representative sam-
ple placed some limitations on the number of
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conditions and scenarios we could examine.
We adopted this particular scenario in part be-
cause it provides a look at more common, ev-
eryday forms of conflict that many people ex-
perience, rather than the lethal violence
examined in a number of other studies of inter-
group revenge (Gould 2003; Papachristos 2009).
We also use this design because it captures a
crucial moment in conflict—the instance when
a verbal dispute might become a physical one.
Recent work suggests that conflict is costly in
part because it has a tendency to reverberate
through social networks via cycles of retaliation
and score settling (Papachristos 2014). Under-
standing when people do and do not approve
of group members crossing this line helps us
understand the conditions under which con-
flicts are more likely to spiral out of control.

The relative value groups place on revenge
and forgiveness likely varies across structural
and cultural factors. Our findings provide a
starting point for mapping the morality of re-
venge and forgiveness cross-culturally. For ex-
ample, the finding that forgiveness is most of-
ten viewed as morally right because of its role
in preventing chaos and disorder suggests that
forgiveness should be more valued as the likeli-
hood or costs of disorder increase or in cultures
in which avoiding disorder is emphasized.

Another limitation of our study is that our
mediators and outcome variables—status,
group motivation, and morality—are measured
cross-sectionally. This means that, although we
have causal evidence of the effect of revenge
and forgiveness on these variables, we do not
have causal evidence of the mediating effect.
We also cannot be sure that perceptions of mo-
rality and group motivation are fully separate
pathways to status. Future work could manipu-
late these pathways to tease out their causal
link to status.

Finally, our study uses a vignette design and
thus measures attitudes rather than behavior.
We view this design as appropriate for our re-
search because we sought to understand how
people view acts of revenge and forgiveness and
not whether respondents could predict their
own vengeful or forgiving behavior. We ask re-
spondents about relatively common, everyday
conflicts of the type that they have likely wit-
nessed in person, read about, or seen on social

media. We do not ask them to form opinions
about rare or extremely emotional events, or to
report their opinions about highly personal or
controversial issues. This study focuses on
questions we believe our respondents will be
both willing and able to answer.

CONCLUSION

People view intergroup forgiveness as moral
and correspondingly status worthy while prais-
ing its value in preventing chaos and disorder
in intergroup conflict. Yet this finding is not
universal: some respondents judged revenge to
be morally right. These findings highlight the
value of morality as a link between two produc-
tive, but largely separate literatures: those on
intergroup conflict and social status. Concepts
of morality are bound up in group identities,
and thus play a key role in conflict. At the same
time, ostensibly moral behaviors, such as altru-
ism, generosity, and self-sacrifice, are judged
to be both moral and status worthy. Intergroup
forgiveness illustrates both of these tendencies:
forgivers are perceived as moral and group mo-
tivated, and both motives appear to increase
perceived status worthiness. More broadly, this
work speaks to the fundamental idea that con-
flict between groups shapes relationships be-
tween groups. Adding to a large body of work
on the cohesion-shaping effects of conflict, we
contribute to a growing set of findings indicat-
ing that conflict shapes intragroup status struc-
tures as well. In contributing to our conceptual
understanding of intergroup conflict, we aim
to lay the groundwork for practical steps toward
reducing the costs of conflict.
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