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The secondface ofevil is hurtful, rather than malevolent. We argue that this is likely to

be the form of wrongdoing characteristic ofcorporate actors. This article views the
corporation at 3 levels: the individual sealinterested actors within it, the individual
actors who respond to their hierarchicalposition, and the hierarchy (corporation) it-

self Research shows that action inside complex organizations such as corporations is

not necessarily more rational and informed by greaterforesight than individual ac-

tions, but several studies indicate that individuals hold organizations to a higher level
ofresponsibility than individuals committing similar acts, and they do so in part be-
cause theyperceive organizations to enjoy greaterforesight. We address thisparadox
by suggesting thatfuture research address how the corporation 's obligations tofore-
see consequences and the sheer, primitive consequences themselves may shape per-
ceptions ofcorporateforeseeability.

Evil, according to the Oxford English Dictionary
(Simpson & Wiener, 1991), has numerous definitions.
The first two provide a useful introduction to a discus-
sion of wrongdoing in and by corporations. The first
definition of evil involves actions that are "morally de-
praved, bad, wicked, vicious" (p. 471). It captures a
sense of intentionally doing a morally blameworthy act
with the purpose of achieving a reprehensible goal.
The second definition is "doing or tending to do harm;
hurtful, mischievous, prejudicial" (p. 471). This sec-
ond sense, or second face, of evil seems less purpose-
ful, less clearly accompanied by what the law calls
"guilty mind" or mens rea. The two definitions are use-
ful for our purposes because they illuminate the fact
that, when we speak of evil in and by corporations,
more frequently than not we are referring to evil in the
second sense. As we discuss subsequently, the corpo-
ration is a special form of organizational actor. Organi-
zations and the individuals within them are, to be sure,
capable of evil acts in the first sense. A few organiza-
tions might themselves be said to be evil (Staub, 1989),
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insofar as their organizing purpose is to achieve mor-
ally depraved results. The Nazi doctors whose purpose
was to do medical experiments on the victims of the
Holocaust (Annas & Grodin, 1992; Lifton, 1986) or
the "blue coats" whose job was to interrogate and ob-
tain confessions from people to be sent to the gulag
(Solzhenitsyn, 1973), are evil in this sense. Other orga-
nizations are not literally set up to do evil, but their
members may, nevertheless, commit evil acts in the
first sense ofthe term. The My Lai massacre during the
Vietnam War is an example of such behavior (Kelman
& Hamilton, 1989).

Much corporate wrongdoing is more prosaic than
that. It includes the questionable risk-benefit decisions
that generated the recent McDonald's hot coffee tort
litigation (Curcio, 1996) and the set of miscalculations
and errors in judgment that led to the explosion of the
space shuttle Challenger (Vaughan, 1996) or the crash
of the tanker Exxon Valdez and the massive oil spill
that followed (Davidson, 1990).

Consider the Exxon Valdez incident. A focal point
for the investigation was the ship's captain, Joseph
Hazelwood, a long-term Exxon employee experienced
in Alaskan waters. He had been drinking in the port of
Valdez, Alaska before setting sail, and his behavior on
board was in several ways odd if not negligent. How-
ever, other individuals and organizations contributed
in major ways to the scope of the eventual catastrophe.
For example, the harbor pilot, who boards a ship and
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takes control to guide it out of the harbor, theoretically
can object to the behavior of a captain. However, in
this instance, despite smelling liquor on the captain's
breath and despite the fact that the captain left the pilot
on the bridge in violation of company policy, the har-
bor pilot returned control of the vessel to the captain
and left the ship. As the Exxon Valdez proceeded
through Prince William Sound among dangerous reefs
and ice floes, Coast Guard monitors of transmissions
heard the captain slur his words and mistakenly iden-
tify his vessel. The Coast Guard then lost the ship on its
tracking devices, and the person in charge of finding it
spent valuable time rearranging papers and going for
coffee instead of using radio or radar to find it. In the
meantime, the captain had decided on a tricky maneu-
ver for avoiding a large ice floe in the path of the
Valdez, had issued unusual instructions to the helms-
man, and had left the bridge in the control of a junior
officer with little experience on the ship. Perhaps not
surprisingly, the ship ended up aground on a reef.

The disaster then continued to build. It turns out that
the emergency preparedness system supposedly ar-
ranged among the state ofAlaska, the oil pipeline con-
sortium Alyeska, and Exxon was flawed. It was several
days before large-scale efforts to get rid ofthe oil were
under way. Ultimately, more than 9 million barrels of
oil escaped from the vessel, spreading over thousands
of square miles ofocean and beaches. Many thousands
of dollars worth of commercial and environmental
damage, and years ofcleanup and amelioration efforts,
ensued. Clearly, there is a sense in which we can hold
Exxon, or its captain, responsible and a sense in which
that responsibility is shared. Such is often the case
given the sheer magnitude of the forces corporations
attempt to work with and to tame. Here, multiple indi-
vidual actors and multiple organizations showed mis-
judgment or poor planning in an event that surely in no
sense was planned or desired by anyone.

Corporate wrongdoing also can involve initially in-
nocent decisions, or perhaps misjudgments, that snow-
ball into coverups. Examples ofsuch trends include the
decades-long coverup of the adverse health affects of
exposure to airborne asbestos by the asbestos industry
(Brodeur, 1985) or the coverup ofthe defective Dalkon
Shield by the A. H. Robins pharmaceutical company
(Sobol, 1991). An industry grew out of asbestos, the
"miracle" fire-retardant substance, in the decades be-
fore 1900. By that point, however, the first evidence
that asbestos might have a dark side was emerging.
Eventually, it was implicated in deaths from various
cancers, especially lung cancer, and other lung-related
conditions including one that came to be known as "as-
bestosis." People who made or installed asbestos prod-
ucts were at high risk, and smokers with suchjobs were
at particular risk for lung cancer. Calhoun and Hiller
(1988), among others, chronicled how the industry

handled this bad news over the decades that followed.
The role of the Johns-Manville (later Manville) Cor-
poration is central because it dominated the American
asbestos scene. Johns-Manville conducted its own re-
search on the effects ofasbestos as early as 1928, and it
followed a general industry pattern of attempting to
downplay other negative health reports as well as to
sponsor positive ones. Health effects ofasbestos can be
fairly called "insidious" (Calhoun & Hiller, 1988), in
that it takes a long time-decades-for them to be ob-
servable. Thus, it may not be surprising that it was the
1960s before strong independent evidence linking as-
bestos to negative health outcomes emerged. In the de-
cades that followed, Johns-Manville fought every
lawsuit against it vigorously. As this tactic showed
signs of failing (e.g., the company's insurer declined to
continue coverage), Johns-Manville attempted to ob-
tain relief via federal legislation to settle claims. That
strategy having failed, in 1982 the company declared
bankruptcy. The company, at that point, still had exten-
sive resources-$2.3 million in assets-but its pros-
pects were considerably more grim.

The progress of the A. H. Robins company through
the courts (Sobol, 1991) was in some senses a
speeded-up version of the story of asbestos. Robins
had the opportunity to take over production of a "hot"
new intrauterine device (IUD) design in 1970. The de-
sign was supposed to improve on prior ones by being
less subject to expulsion from the uterus, making it ap-
propriate even for women who had not borne children.
However, there were problems from the start, some of
which the company knew of and some of which they
did not. Its developer claimed it had a pregnancy rate
of 1% when the true rate was 5%, a fact of which
Robins was aware at the time it acquired the Dalkon
Shield. The company promoted it vigorously, with the
result that in "1971, 1972, and 1973 more Dalkon
Shields were sold than all other brands of IUDs com-
bined" (Sobol, 1991, p. 7). However, the Dalkon
Shield had a more serious flaw. Its string, which was
supposed to allow the user to check that it was still in
place, was made of a material that allowed bacteria to
"wick" upward into the uterus. The Dalkon Shield not
only generated excess pregnancies, it generated septic
abortions and deaths. People within the company were
complaining about this design flaw as early as 1971,
but company executives did not want to hold up pro-
duction oftheir exceedingly popular product to allow a
redesign. Robins first disputed and denied medical evi-
dence of the dangers of the Shield and then fought
all-out in court (e.g., focusing on the sexual histories of
the plaintiffs on the grounds that having multiple sex-
ual partners is a risk factor for infection in its own
right). Eventually, with the agreement of a federal
judge, Robins went into bankruptcy in 1987 in a deal
that allowed it to be absorbed by another company.
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Clearly, these cases are not all of a piece. Some
are more of the nature of events, others of processes;
some are far more blameworthy than others. How-
ever, all of them-at least at their outset-more
closely fall within the second definition of evil than
the first. Although the acts of such organizations and
their agents lead to harm, it is harder to say that they
acted with the purpose of achieving a reprehensible
goal. In the calculus that goes on in such settings, bad
outcomes may never even be considered when action
is taken. When the potential for a bad outcome is
considered, it is often discounted as infeasible or at
least unlikely. The probability and severity of an un-
toward result is underestimated, or the potential for
bad outcomes is thought to be outweighed by poten-
tial gains. If we are to call the actions "evil," they are
not the purposeful evil of the first definition. Rather,
they are acts of either thoughtless or careless evil.

Harmful results of this type are less horrific than
the purposeful evil of a genocidal state. However,
most of the harm caused by organizations probably
results from evil in the second sense (Darley, 1996).
The absolute amount of harm caused by thoughtless
or careless actions can be greatly magnified when
committed by an organization. Furthermore, evil of
the second type often breeds evil of the first. Once
the problem surfaces, organizations may begin to en-
gage in purposeful efforts to cover up the harm or
their responsibility for the harm. This occurred in
both the asbestos and Dalkon Shield cases. Coverups
are obviously not restricted to U.S. corporations. For
example, Upham (1987) reviewed Chisso Chemical
Company's coverup of pollution in Minamata, Japan
(which led to "Minamata disease").

Central to the fascination of the corporation is its
complexity; it has an internal environment, such that
we can speak of wrongdoing in the corporation, and
an external environment, such that we can speak of
wrongdoing by the corporation. In this article, we are
interested in these interlocking issues: (a) the dynam-
ics of corporate wrongdoing as seen from within, in
terms of how employees think and feel when they
commit misdeeds, and (b) even more centrally, the
dynamics of corporate wrongdoing as seen from
without, in terms of how the citizenry judges corpo-
rate misdeeds. Our investigation begins with an over-
view of the corporation as a social and legal form,
then turns to wrongdoing in the corporate setting and
concludes with wrongdoing that can be meaningfully
said to be done by the corporation.

Corporate Actors

Modern societies are comprised of two types of
actors: people and organizations. Although corporate

actors have existed in some form for much of re-
corded human history (e.g., the Roman Catholic
Church in the Middle Ages), this type of actor has
grown enormously in ubiquity and importance in
modern times (Coleman, 1990). In developed societ-
ies, individuals and families have become relatively
less powerful, and corporate actors, especially busi-
ness corporations, have become much more powerful
(Lempert & Sanders, 1986).

The increased role of corporate actors in society is
accompanied by an increase in the frequency with
which harms are caused by corporations. As a conse-
quence, there are many opportunities to judge organi-
zations and to assess their responsibility for harmful
outcomes (Hans, 1989). Sanctioning organizations and
their members is a complex undertaking, in part be-
cause organizations involve complex, prescriptive au-
thority structures in which many individuals occupy
both subordinate and superordinate roles (Coleman,
1990; Hamilton & Sanders, 1992b). A considerable lit-
erature is devoted to the problem ofdesigning efficient
and effective corporate sanctioning regimes (e.g.,
Arlen & Kraakman, 1997; Coffee, 1981; Fisse &
Braithwaite, 1993; Laufer, 1994; Stone, 1975).

Corporations are powerful at least in part because
they have an independent legal existence. As Pollock
and Maitland (1898/1968) noted in their treatise on
corporations

Every system of law that has attained a certain degree
of maturity seems compelled by the ever-increasing
complexity ofhuman affairs to create persons who are
not men, or rather (for this may be a truer statement) to
recognize that such persons have come and are coming
into existence, and to regulate their rights and duties.
(p. 486)

Corporations own property, they enter into contracts,
they pay taxes, they are entitled to express their polit-
ical views, and they can sue and be sued. Creatures of
the law, corporate actors have taken on a life of their
own. Interestingly, that life has a moral and norma-
tive component. Most of us are prepared to say of
corporations and other organizations, as we are will-
ing to say of natural persons, that they are trustwor-
thy or untrustworthy, loyal or disloyal, virtuous or
evil. Corporations are praiseworthy and blamewor-
thy. They are moral agents. They are capable of evil
acts.

The next section begins our exploration of the cor-
poration as a moral-and potentially evil-actorl by
first looking within the corporation. Here, we find

INot everyone agrees with the view that corporations are moral
actors. For discussions of whether we should think of organizations
as moral agents, see Cressey (1989), French (1984), and Metzger and
Dalton (1996).
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two kinds of wrongdoing. On the one hand, some
wrongdoing is committed by individuals acting out of
self-interest, and it can be readily understood in a ra-
tional actor framework. Other wrongdoing is commit-
ted by individuals acting in what they see as the
corporation's interest, or at least in response to the
authority of the moment. It is more motivationally
complex. Ultimately, we believe that one key to the
moral climate of the corporation lies in the relation-
ship between corporation and employee (in the lan-
guage of the law, the relationship between principal
and agent). This discussion draws on Hamilton and
Sanders (1992b) and on Kelman and Hamilton
(1989).

Wrongdoing Within the Corporation

Individuals as Self-Interested Actors

A great deal of social science research suggests
that complex organizations are not highly rational en-
tities and that their actions are not blessed with sub-
stantial foresight. Much of the discussion of these
issues focuses on limitations caused by the presence
of individual human decision makers or by conflict
between them and their corporate masters. Consider,
for example, limits on rationality outlined in transac-
tion cost economics. This approach, most frequently
associated with Williamson (1981), envisions the
firm as a governance structure designed to economize
on the costs of transactions by organizing them
within the context of a hierarchy rather than through
the mechanism of a market. This microlevel approach
does not treat the corporation as an indivisible black
box but as a structure filled with superiors and subor-
dinates, with principals and agents. Williamson em-
phasized the extent to which actors in corporations do
not act in fully rational fashion and the extent to
which they may act opportunistically, in ways not
consistent with the organization's self-interest.

One limitation on organizational rationality is the
fact that the rationality of human action is
"bounded"-failing to take account of every contin-
gency as would a perfect information processor (Wil-
liamson, 1981). In addition to the general limitations
discussed previously, bounded rationality also re-
flects the fact that decisions must be made under cir-
cumstances of uncertainty. Uncertainty is often great
inside organizations. The diffusion of information in
many parts of the firm may make it difficult for any
individual or group to have a clear overview of
events (Darley, 1996, pp. 16-17). Furthermore, indi-
viduals are often overconfident in their judgments,
especially their ability to estimate the probability of
uncertain events; this is as true of experts as it is of

nonexperts once the experts are forced to go beyond
their data and rely on their judgment (Lichtenstein,
Fischhoff, & Phillips, 1982).
A second limitation is that the actors in organiza-

tions engage in "opportunism"-they fail to act in the
interest of the organization (Williamson, 1981, p.
554). Opportunism is not simply the organizational
equivalent of some individual limitation. It is the
product of interaction. Opportunism is also not just a
matter of acting in one's self-interest, it is
self-interest seeking with guile (Williamson, 1985).
Individuals hide personal advantage, they shirk, they
cover their tracks, they fail to follow orders
(Goffman, 1969; Williamson, 1981). Opportunism is
certainly not unique to organizations. However, con-
trolling opportunism inside the firm is difficult. Rules
designed to guard against opportunism either by com-
pelling disclosure or by attempting to assure that the
interests of the individual are the same as those of the
organization are difficult to construct and costly to
implement (Grandori, 1987). Thus, the whole system
is less rational as individuals pursue their own
self-interests. Opportunism, like bounded rationality,
undermines the assumption that the corporation is a
rational, utility-maximizing entity.

Bounded rationality and opportunism occasionally
come together to create a particularly perverse type
of corporate behavior called a "sunk cost" effect (Fox
& Staw, 1979; Staw, 1976; Staw & Fox, 1977; Staw
& Ross, 1987). Actors within a firm continue a
course of action in which they have invested time and
resources even when, from the point of view of the
corporation, continuing is economically irrational.
Change is called for, but it is resisted. The asbestos
and Dalkon Shield episodes discussed previously il-
lustrate how, despite inadequate or flawed products,
firms may continue to support production after inade-
quacies are widely known.

Opportunism helps to explain sunk cost effects.
When a firm experiences a failure, superiors may find
themselves in a vulnerable position with low job se-
curity. In such circumstances, they engage in a pro-
cess of retrospective rationalization, designed to
explain past decisions to save their position in the
firm (Tetlock, 1985). An example is the now-famous
Ford Pinto memorandum providing a cost-benefit
justification for not altering the automobile's gas tank
design (Dowie, 1977). The memo reported an analy-
sis that justified not spending $11 per automobile to
reduce the potential for gas tank rupture in the event
of a rear-end collision because the total cost for the
entire fleet would be $137 million, and the benefit in
terms of reduced deaths and burn injuries would only
be $49 million.

Framing effects that contribute to bounded ratio-
nality also help to explain the phenomenon of sunk
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costs. Kahneman and Tversky (1984) discussed the
importance of the decision frame in making a risky
choice. Payoffs from prior decisions create a frame-
work for new decisions. Perversely, when the past
payoffs are negative, they may cause decision makers
to frame choices in terms of losses. One of the pri-
mary findings of Kahneman and Tversky's work is
that, when choices are framed in terms of gains, indi-
viduals tend to become risk-averse, but when choices
are made within a framework of avoiding further
losses, individuals tend to become risk seeking, liter-
ally throwing good money after bad (Arkes &
Blumer, 1985).

The Challenger disaster reflects this process
(Vaughan, 1996). The decision to launch in cold
weather in the face of substantial engineering evi-
dence indicating that this posed a serious risk was
made following a substantial number of delayed
launches that had placed NASA on the defensive and
caused it to fear a loss of funding in future years. Had
the issue arisen after a string of successful, on-time
launches, the decision frame and the decision itself
might well have been different.

Vaughan's (1996) summary of the Challenger di-
saster serves to weave together several of the themes
encountered thus far:

No extraordinary actions by individuals explain what
happened: no intentional managerial wrongdoing, no
rule violations, no conspiracy. The cause of disaster
was a mistake embedded in the banality of organiza-
tional life and facilitated by an environment ofscarcity
and competition, elite bargaining, uncertain technol-
ogy, incrementalism, patterns of information, routin-
ization, organizational and interorganizational struc-
tures, and a complex culture. (p. xiv)

Individuals as Subordinates in
Corporate Hierarchies

The wrongdoing committed by subordinates act-
ing within a hierarchy takes on a different tone from
the rational calculi and rationalizations described pre-
viously. First, let us clarify what we mean by a "hier-
archical relationship." A minimal hierarchy exists
when one individual has a role-based, nonreciprocal
ability to control the acts of another: when two indi-
viduals enter into the relationship of principal and
agent. The superior has some role-based power or
right of control over the subordinate (Coleman,
1990). Corporate hierarchy encourages subordinates
to act, not solely in terms of individual self-interest
but in terms of authority's orders. Hierarchy trans-
forms the way in which the individual actor frames
the situation and his or her choices within it. Whereas

bounded rationality, opportunism, and sunk cost
framing effects act primarily as factors reducing the
rationality of superiors acting as principals, hierarchi-
cal frames help to explain the behavior of subordi-
nates acting as agents.

As is the case with superiors, the way in which
subordinates frame a problem can affect their choices
when asked to follow the directive of a superior.
When an authority's instructions exceed normative
bounds-for example, when an action that is illegal
or immoral is requested-the subordinate is caught in
a bind, placed in a "damned if you do and damned if
you don't" position. Either carrying out the directive
or disobeying it might be wrong, and either course of
action might be punished. We call the carrying out of
orders that are in some way illegitimate a "crime of
obedience" (Kelman & Hamilton, 1989); in the origi-
nal Kelman and Hamilton analysis, the central exam-
ple was the behavior of Lieutenant William Calley
during the 1968 My Lai massacre in Vietnam, but
any superordinate-subordinate relationship is theoret-
ically subject to this phenomenon. In crimes of obedi-
ence, the appropriate unit of analysis is "the
individual in relation to the social and organizational
systems to which he or she belongs" (Tetlock, 1985,
p. 326).

People choose a course of action in response to
such orders by picking frames within which to view
and describe their situations. (By use of the active
verb picking, we do not mean to imply that people
necessarily consciously choose a way of looking at
the situation, or even that they are consciously aware
of how they end up viewing it. Instead, we mean that
there tends to be a convergence between people's
original predispositions, their original perceived
self-interests, and their eventual way of looking at the
situation of action under orders.) These frames tend
to be self-justificatory. The actor who resists author-
ity's demands or who expects to resist them is likely
to focus on the deed, and especially on the foresee-
able consequences of obedience. Such a focus in-
cludes the costs of action, phrased in terms of harm to
potential victims, and the actor's own role as a physi-
cal contributor to these consequences. This
deed-based frame of reference is one that also would
apply in situations in which no hierarchy at all is in-
volved (Hamilton & Sanders, 1992a).

In contrast, a subordinate who is inclined to obey
can justify the action, to self or to others, in terms of
the expectations of the subordinate role: "I'm just do-
ing my job," or "It's the boss's orders" (Kelman &
Hamilton, 1989). The "vocabulary of motive" (Mills,
1940) used to rationalize and excuse action is its
role-based motive. The actor who focuses on de-
mands of the subordinate role is using a frame of ref-
erence that stresses role expectations and obligations

226
 by Sandra Hopps on October 14, 2008 http://psr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://psr.sagepub.com


WRONGDOING IN AND BY CORPORATIONS

over actions as determinants of sanction. This latter
frame is just as "normal" as the former, but the
deed-based frame is naked of context, whereas the
role-based frame is, of necessity, organizationally
embedded. To a greater or lesser extent, then, subor-
dinates may respond because they feel obligated to
obey someone who is a legitimate authority over
them. Similarly, people often obey the law out of
general concerns of its procedural fairness, independ-
ent of their own personal gains or losses (Tyler,
1990). Psychologically speaking, to be obligated is
more than a response to external sanctions. It is a
matter of loyalties. It involves some investment in, or
sense of identification with, the role. As a motive, ob-
ligation tends to result in a high level of enthusiasm,
participation, and organizational "good citizenship"
(Kelman & Hamilton, 1989).

The ceding of choice is in fact so common in the
face of authority that Milgram (1974) argued that
there must be some evolutionary advantage to the
fact that so many humans fall into an "agentic state"
in response to orders. Milgram helped to convince
generations of social scientists of the power of au-
thority to demand the illegal and immoral through his
experiments in which an apparently benign psycholo-
gist induced people to deliver what seemed to be se-
vere shocks to an innocent victim (see, e.g., Miller,
Collins, & Brief, 1995). One of the clearest messages
of Milgram's experiments was that people were not
sadistic; they did not want to give the shocks. How-
ever, they simply could not get themselves out of the
situation.

Milgram's (1974) experimental participants were
not rational actors in the sense of individual
maximizers of pleasure and avoiders of pain. They
apparently failed to weigh the costs and benefits of
their conduct. The costs of disobedience to the exper-
imenter were trivial. Indeed, they were informed that
it would not even include loss of the money ($4.50)
paid them for their participation. The costs essentially
involved coming to grips with the experimenter and
saying "No." Participants had to "make a scene" to
get out of their dilemma. Fear of making a scene is
hardly, from a rational actor perspective, a sufficient
explanation for willingness to deliver shocks to a vic-
tim who pleads to be released. What had happened
was that the participants in Milgram's experiments
had simply lost their perspective. They had accepted
the frame set up by the authority. Within that frame,
they were not individual choosers but were part of a
larger structure. It was the structure, the author-
ity-plus-subordinate, that was producing the effects
observed.
We return to the third layer: not individual actors,

not individuals embedded in hierarchies, but the cor-
poration itself. How is it viewed as a moral actor?

Corporate Responsibility: Reality or
Paradox?

Experimental Research

It has been widely observed that jurors award
larger judgments in cases involving corporate defen-
dants than in cases involving individual defendants.
Initially, researchers hypothesized that what occurred
was a "deep-pocket" effect, such that jurors gave
plaintiffs more money when they thought defendants
could afford to pay (Chin & Peterson, 1985; "Many
Jurors Consider Deep Pockets," 1993; Vidmar,
1994). However, in a set of laboratory experiments
using mock jurors, Hans (1994; Hans & Ermann,
1989) found that the differential reactions to corpo-
rate and individual wrongdoing could not be ex-
plained by a deep-pocket hypothesis.

In these experiments, mock jurors were presented
with a situation in which the defendant hired five
workers to clear a newly purchased lot cluttered with
debris. After 2 weeks on the job, four workers com-
plained of dizziness when working, but the owner
told them to keep working but to report if they felt
worse. By the 3rd week, three of the workers began
to have visible tremors and to experience breathing
difficulties. Eventually, they were hospitalized for 2
weeks with severe respiratory problems and suffered
some permanent lung damage. Subsequent inspection
of the lot by federal officials revealed significant
amounts of a highly toxic substance. The workers
subsequently sued the owner for their injuries. In ad-
dition, a criminal action was brought against the
owner. The participants in the experiment were asked
whether the owner was civilly liable for the injuries
and, if so, how much the plaintiffs should recover and
then they were asked to play the role of criminal ju-
rors in the criminal case brought against the owner.
The sole manipulation in the first experiment was the
nature of the defendant. In half the cases, the defen-
dant was "Mr. Jones," and in the other half, the de-
fendant was the "Jones Corporation."
Mock jurors found the corporation responsible for

a greater number of claims, awarded the plaintiffs
larger sums when the corporation was the defendant,
and found the corporation guiltier (on a 5-point scale
ranging from 5 [definitely guilty] to 1 [definitely not
guilty]) in the criminal case (Hans & Ermann, 1989,
p. 157). In an attempt to explain these results, the ex-
perimenters asked the participants a number of addi-
tional questions concerning the incident. They
included "recklessness" questions (how reckless the
defendant had been and whether the defendant knew
beforehand about the risk); "harm" questions (how
badly the plaintiffs were injured); "finances" ques-
tions (whether the defendant might be driven into
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bankruptcy by the action and whether the defendant
was insured); and "deterrence" questions (whether
the defendant regretted what had happened and
would be deterred by a judgment for the workers).
When these factors were entered into regressions
with award size and judgment of civil liability as de-
pendent variables, recklessness was by far the stron-
gest predictor. Hans and Ermann (1989) conjectured
that "respondents made assessments of recklessness
within the specific context of individual or corporate
misbehavior, apparently applying a different standard
of care to the two types of actors" (p. 161).

In a subsequent replication of this study, Hans
(1994) conducted a telephone interview with a sam-

ple of 450 Delaware residents. The study used two
vignettes, one of which followed the same basic fact
pattern as the original research. Each story directly
varied both the defendant's wealth (assets of less than
$100,000 or more than $1 million) and the type of de-
fendant (individual, nonprofit organization, business
corporation). Respondents were asked to assess the
negligence and recklessness of the defendant. They
also were asked to rate the seriousness of the plain-
tiff's injury, to assess damages, to rate the contribu-
tory negligence of the plaintiff, and to rate the
defendant's ability to pay a judgment. In addition, re-

spondents also were asked whether corporations
should be held to a higher standard of responsibility
than individuals. Both stories were analyzed together.

Respondents found the individual defendant to be
the least negligent and reckless, the business corpora-
tion the most negligent, with the nonprofit group in
the middle (Hans, 1994, pp. 21-22). Hans found that
judgments of business negligence were significantly
correlated with respondents' agreement that corpora-

tions should be held to a higher standard than individ-
uals. This finding lends support to the argument that
greater responsibility is assigned to corporate actors
because corporate actors are held to a higher standard
of care (p. 26).

In an effort to replicate the Hans (1994) finding
and to see whether it applied in other cultures, we

asked a slight variation of the Jones story to a random
sample of respondents in the Washington, DC and
Tokyo metropolitan areas (Washington, N = 202; To-
kyo, N = 200).2 In our short vignette, we manipulated
whether the actor was "Mr. Jones" or the "Jones Cor-
poration" and the mental state of the defendant.3
Within our research and also in most legal contexts,
mental state may be separated into three categories:
intentionally harmful actions, negligent actions, and

acts that cause harm but are neither intentional nor

negligent (cf. Heider, 1958; Shaver, 1985). Acts
thought to have been committed intentionally are
more blameworthy than those done negligently,
which are, in turn, more blameworthy than pure acci-
dents. In this vignette, in the high mental state condi-
tion, the actor is at least quite negligent, whereas in
the low mental state condition, the actor is not negli-
gent at all unless one believes he should have fore-
seen the possibility that the property was
contaminated. In the current vignette, Jones either
had the workers stop working as soon as they showed
symptoms (low mental state) or he tells them to con-
tinue working even after they complained of illness
(high mental state). Following each vignette, respon-
dents were asked to rate the actor's responsibility on
a 100-point scale ranging from 0 (not at all responsi-
ble) to 100 (fully responsible); respondents also were
asked to rate whether the actor could have avoided
the injury on a scale from 0 (could not have avoided)
to 100 (could have avoided). A basic analysis of vari-
ance model of the effect of mental state and type of
actor on responsibility scores indicated that mental
state had a significant effect on responsibility judg-
ment in both Tokyo, F(1, 430) = 59.83,p < .001, and
Washington, F(1, 395) = 31.62, p < .001. The effect
of type of actor was not significant in either country
and neither was the interaction between mental state
and type of actor.

More interesting is the effect of mental state and
type of actor on respondents' judgment as to whether
the actor could have done otherwise. These results
are presented in Figure 1. In both the Tokyo and the
Washington data, there is a significant main effect for
both mental state and type of actor. For Washington,
the effects were the following: mental state, F(1, 392)
= 35.8,p < .001; and type of actor, F(1, 392) = 3.9, p
< .05. For Tokyo, the effects were: mental state, F(1,
396) = 65.6, p < .001; and type of actor, F(1, 396) =
4.7, p < .03. Moreover, in both samples there was a
significant interaction effect: Washington, F(1, 392)
= 5.4,p < .021; Tokyo, F(1, 396) = 7.2,p < .008. As
one can see in Figure 1, in both countries the type of
actor has no effect on "could have avoided" judg-
ments in the high mental state condition but has a sig-
nificant impact in the low mental state condition.
(Although this interaction is not significant when re-
sponsibility is the dependent variable, there is a simi-
lar trend, as shown in Figure 2.) Recall in the low
condition, Mr. Jones/the Jones Corporation tells the
workers to cease work when they first report symp-
toms. Judging the defendant's behavior from the
point of view of the immediate situation, the workers'
injuries might be thought of as an unfortunate acci-
dent for which no one is responsible. Only from the
longer view of failing to foresee possible danger
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2We also conducted the survey in Moscow, but due to an error in
administration, one cell of the design was omitted for this vignette.

3For a discussion of how we constructed the survey instrument,
see Hamilton and Sanders (1995) and Sanders and Hamilton (1996).
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posed to anyone working in the area can we call the
actor's behavior negligent. It is precisely here that re-
spondents appear to hold corporate actors to higher
levels of foresight and responsibility.

In another pair of laboratory studies, MacCoun
(1996) reported a weak actor identity effect and in
one experiment found some evidence that individuals
may view corporations as more reckless and more
able to foresee harm than individuals. He did not ob-
serve any corporate identity effect in a second experi-
ment. Nevertheless, neither experiment supported the
deep-pocket hypothesis.

The primary motivation for the Hans (1994; Hans &
Ermann, 1989) research was a practical one: to test the
deep-pocket hypothesis. However, her findings, our
replication, and even the weaker support provided by
the MacCoun (1996) research raised a more interesting
theoretical question. Why should we hold organiza-
tions to a higher standard, ifwe do? The most plausible
answer from these studies is that people think organi-
zations possess greater foresight and, therefore, are
more reckless when they do harm. For similar levels of
wrongdoing and intentionality, organizations are more
blameworthy and more evil in the second sense of the
term.

The preceding discussion has suggested ways in
which organizations are not particularly rational, and
organizational structures impede, rather than en-
hance, rational action. However, one might argue that
individuals attributing responsibility to organizations
do not rely on this type of analysis when making
judgments. This is a fair observation. After all,
Hans's (1994) participants are not students of trans-
action cost economics, and they were not necessarily
familiar with Milgram's (1974) research. If the expe-
rience of the public is that organizations are rational,
well-organized, and capable of extraordinary fore-
sight, the findings in the Hans experiment would not
present a paradox. In our view, however, there is lit-
tle reason to believe that individuals do have this
impression of the organizations in which they them-
selves are embedded. The popularity of the cartoon
strip Dilbert reflects a different reality. When they re-
flect on their own organization, many individuals
perceive a disorganized, often irrational entity capa-
ble of no extraordinary foresight.

Why, then, are ordinary citizens willing to assign
higher levels of responsibility to corporate than to in-
dividual actors? Why are organizations seen as more
reckless, more evil? One approach to this question is
to review the building blocks of human responsibility
attribution and explore how these may apply to cor-
porate actors. Normative judgments about individuals
routinely take the following factors into account:
intentionality, obligation, and consequences (Hamil-
ton & Sanders, 1992a, 1992b).

1. The intentionality (or, more generally, the men-
tal state) ofthe actor: In law and everyday life, we often
distinguish between intentional acts, negligence, and
strict liability. Intentionality is the key ingredient that
separates out the first and second definitions of evil.
Negligence, as it ordinarily is understood in law and ev-
eryday life, is centered on the idea of foresight. One is
not responsible for those consequences one could not
foresee. Finally, we occasionally hold individuals
strictly liable, as when we hold parents responsible for
their children's wrongdoing.

2. The obligations of the actor: Here, the focus is
not on what the actor intended to do but what back-
ground standards or expectations existed for the actor.
There is no moral responsibility absent obligation.
Among individuals, the level of obligation varies de-
pending on the power ofthe individual, with superordi-
nates held to more and more diffuse obligations than
less powerful subordinates (Hamilton & Sanders,
1992a; Kelman & Hamilton, 1989).

3. The consequences of the act: Finalily, responsi-
bility usually requires some adverse consequences. Se-
riousness ofconsequences does play a small role in at-
tributions of responsibility, although for most acts of
human wrongdoing it plays a less important role than
mental state and role obligations (Hamilton & Sanders,
1992a). For the most serious events such as murder,
however, seriousness of consequences may play a
greater role in responsibility judgments.

We argue that the key to understanding normative
judgments about corporate mental state is under-
standing how individuals and organizations are seen
to vary on the other two dimensions, obligations and
consequences, as well. Most dramatic are differences
in the severity of consequences. One salient feature
of corporate misdeeds is often the sheer scope of the
harm done. Even unintended corporate misdeeds can
do enormously more damage than the misdeeds of in-
dividual actors. Perhaps because of the potential
reach of corporate wrongdoing, obligations are
equally broad. Corporate actors are routinely thought
to be responsible for outcomes for which we would
rarely hold an individual responsible. Note that this is
not simply another way of saying that corporate ac-
tors will be held responsible for acts at lower levels
of mental state. Corporate actors are frequently held
responsible for harm to remote strangers at distant
points in time. General Motors may be held responsi-
ble for an injury to a pedestrian struck by a defective
car manufactured 15 years earlier.

The research by Hans and colleagues (Hans, 1994;
Hans & Ermann, 1989) and our own replication of
the Jones vignette must be understood within this
context. Conceptually, we usually think of the assess-
ment of mental state as the independent variable that
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determines the scope of one's obligations. The axiom
"ought implies can" captures the idea that obligation
and duty follow mental state. However, attributions
may not always follow this path. We hypothesize that
people adjust their perceptions of an actor's foresight
to conform with perceived obligations, making men-
tal state a dependent variable.

This possibility is particularly likely with respect
to corporate liability. Corporate actors are often per-
ceived in one of two diametrically opposed ways. On
the one hand, the organization is often reified and its
entire organizational structure is treated as a black
box. This is particularly likely with organizations run
by a founding charismatic leader such as the pres-
ent-day Microsoft® or Ford Motor Company in an
earlier era. In this situation, the organization becomes
identified with the individual who charismatically
leads it. The corporation Microsoft® can do far more
than the human Bill Gates because it is an organized
concatenation of humans under his command. This
entrepreneurially led corporation may be seen as
more responsible than individual actors because it is
judged to be a kind of "large human." On the other
hand, corporations like General Motors are often
thought of as faceless bureaucracies. In this case, the
complex bureaucratic structure of formal organiza-
tions acts as a two-edged sword. The complex struc-
ture obscures intentions, limits individual foresight,
and thereby deflects responsibility away from indi-
viduals inside the organization. However, the bureau-
cratic structure also may obscure the fact that
individuals in the organization are being held to a
standard that they cannot realistically meet. This po-
tential is exacerbated when organizations project an
image of great ability in their advertising. These im-
ages may cause individuals to compare a given cor-
poration against a theoretical ideal (McGill, 1996, p.
240). In sum, the organization is a series of enti-
ties-individuals and groups-sometimes tightly and
sometimes loosely coupled together. If Microsoft® is
a study in portraiture, General Motors is a messy col-
lage. However, in both the "entrepreneurial corpora-
tion" and the "bureaucratic corporation," unrealistic
levels of foresight may be attributed to the organiza-
tion as a whole.

If our general argument is correct, then two things
should follow. First, attributions of foresight to a
complex organization should increase when the firm
is being held accountable for an act of wrongdoing,
as compared to other situations in which the "mental
state" of the firm is being judged outside this norma-
tive context. Second, attributions of foresight should
decrease to the degree the firm is neither black-boxed
nor perceived as a faceless bureaucratic structure but
rather is judged from the point of view of specific in-
dividuals inside the organization. It is from this latter

perspective that the organization appears to be the
most complex and the least rational.

Conclusions

The discipline ofpsychology has well-developed con-
cepts concerning the origins of antisocial acts in the
personality structures ofthose who commit those acts.
However, that individual-level psychology is largely
irrelevant to the occurrence of a much more common
source of evil actions. (Darley, 1996, p. 41)

The second kind of evil is the mindless or thought-
less kind. Individual humans are certainly capable of it,
but corporate entities are experts at its commission. We
have argued that this is a function of the complexity of
corporations (and indeed, oforganizations more gener-
ally). On the one hand, research shows that action in-
side complex organizations is not necessarily more
rational and informed by greater foresight than are in-
dividual actions. The everyday experiences of individ-
uals embedded in organizations seem to conform to
this view. On the other hand, the results ofseveral stud-
ies indicate that individuals hold organizations to a
higher level ofresponsibility than individuals commit-
ting similar acts, and they do so in part because they
perceive organizations to enjoy greater foresight. How
can we make sense of all this?
We have addressed three layers of corporate iden-

tity: individual members acting on their own, individu-
als acting in hierarchies, and the corporation acting as a
unit. At each layer, evil consequences of certain types
ensue. We suggest that future research address how the
scope of corporate harm, the extensive obligations to
which organizations are held, and the perceived mental
state of organizations interact to form judgments of
corporate liability. Further structural elements such as
the difference between the entrepreneurial and the bu-
reaucratic corporation can help to illuminate what it
means for a corporation, rather than a human being, to
face justice. Together, these explorations may help to
unmask the second face of evil.
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