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Moral violations are typically defined as actions that harm others. However, suicide is con-
sidered immoral even though the perpetrator is also the victim. To determine whether con-
cerns about purity rather than harm predict moral condemnation of suicide, we presented
American adults with obituaries describing suicide or homicide victims. While harm was
the only variable predicting moral judgments of homicide, perceived harm (toward others,
the self, or God) did not significantly account for variance in moral judgments of suicide.
Instead, regardless of political and religious views and contrary to explicit beliefs about
their own moral judgments, participants were more likely to morally condemn suicide if
they (i) believed suicide tainted the victims’ souls, (ii) reported greater concerns about pur-
ity in an independent questionnaire, (iii) experienced more disgust in response to the obit-
uaries, or (iv) reported greater trait disgust. Thus, suicide is deemed immoral to the extent
that it is considered impure.

� 2013 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

Every year, approximately one million people take their
own lives (World Health Organization, 2005). These acts of
suicide elicit considerable moral condemnation (Gallup,
1978). Suicide represents an unusual kind of moral viola-
tion insofar as the perpetrator of the act is also the victim.
This self-directed nature of suicide presents a puzzle for
dyadic accounts of morality (Gray & Wegner, 2009,
2012), which require a violator (agent) and a victim (pa-
tient), and which identify other-directed concerns about
harm as the cornerstone of moral psychology (Gray, Young,
& Waytz, 2012; also see Royzman, Leeman, & Baron, 2009).
If moral violations are typically considered wrong because
of the harm inflicted on third parties, why is suicide so of-
ten judged to be immoral?

Some researchers have argued that objectively innocu-
ous actions can nevertheless be perceived as causing
unseen harm to others, which then renders these actions
immoral (Gray & Wegner, 2012; Gray et al., 2012; Turiel,
Killen, & Helwig, 1987). There are several ways in which
suicide could be conceptualized as harmful; for example,
suicide may be thought to cause damage to the deceased
person’s family, to their community, or even to God or to
a ‘‘future self’’. In order for people to perceive harm, one
of these potential victims must first be identified. In a re-
cent study, when participants were asked whether anyone
is wronged when an individual ends her life, the majority
(71%) answered in the affirmative, typically designating
either the person’s family or the person herself as the vic-
tim (DeScioli, Gilbert, & Kurzban, 2012). These perceptions
of victimhood, which could then lead to perceptions of
harm, have been claimed to account for people’s moral
condemnation of suicide (Gray et al., 2012).

Here we test whether these inferences of harmed vic-
tims play a fundamental role in the moral judgment itself
or, alternatively, whether they are more likely to reflect
post hoc rationalizations in support of the initial moral
judgment of suicide (DeScioli et al., 2012; Ditto, Liu, &
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1 We restricted the Turk participants to the United States in order to
obtain a higher proportion of native English speakers. However, the results
did not change when the 13 non-Americans were included in the sample.
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Wojcik, 2012). As prior work has shown, explicit justifica-
tions do not always reflect the intuitive processes underly-
ing moral judgments (Haidt, 2001; Hauser, Cushman,
Young, Jin, & Mikhail, 2007). Recent research reveals that
inferences of harm in moral violations where actual harm
is absent (e.g., eating human tissue derived from cloning)
tend to be effortful; harm inferences are impaired under
cognitive load and are unrelated to the severity of moral
judgments (Gutierrez & Giner-Sorolla, 2007). Thus, while
justifications of moral judgments often include appeals to
harm, actual or imagined harm are not necessarily the true
causes of those judgments.

According to an alternative model of moral psychology,
some moral concerns take the form of ‘‘sacred’’ or deonto-
logical values that are considered inviolable regardless of
clear consequences for the wellbeing of others (Chakroff,
Dungan, & Young, 2013; Ditto et al., 2012; Graham, Haidt,
& Nosek, 2009; Haidt, 2012; Haidt, Koller, & Dias, 1993;
Shweder, Mahapatra, & Miller, 1987; Tetlock, 2003). In par-
ticular, the ‘‘purity/sanctity’’ foundation of morality
encompasses transgressions that are considered wrong be-
cause they contaminate or degrade a sacred entity (Haidt,
2012; Koleva, Graham, Iyer, Ditto, & Haidt, 2012). Because
moral purity violations do not require harm to third par-
ties, and because suicide is often described as a violation
of God’s holy dominion over human life (e.g., Bering,
2006), we suggest that moral judgments of suicide may
be closely linked to concerns about impurity and sacrilege.
Indeed, people with stronger beliefs that their life belongs
to God (Ross & Kaplan, 1994) and that life is sacred (Saw-
yer & Sobal, 1987) are more disapproving of suicide, pro-
viding preliminary support for this claim. The present
research provides a direct empirical test of the hypothesis
that individual differences in the moral condemnation of
suicide stem from variance in the tendency to value pur-
ity/sanctity, and, in particular, variance in concerns regard-
ing the defilement of the soul. While it is possible that
‘‘purity’’ and ‘‘sanctity’’ have subtly different conceptual
profiles, these concepts are often treated as synonymous
(e.g., Graham et al., 2009), and we will use ‘‘purity’’ for
the remainder of the paper as a shorthand term to refer
to these concerns.

In Study 1, half of the participants were presented with
a series of obituaries describing cases of suicide. The
remaining participants were assigned to a control condi-
tion in which they were presented with obituaries describ-
ing cases of homicide, a prototypical harm-based violation.
We asked all participants to rate each obituary according
to five dimensions (i.e., how morally wrong, how harmful,
how impure, how angering, how disgusting), and we en-
tered these variables into a regression analysis to assess
which factors predicted individual differences in judg-
ments of moral wrongness. We hypothesized that partici-
pants would judge a suicide as morally wrong to the
extent that they perceived the suicide to have diminished
the victim’s purity, but not to the extent that they per-
ceived the suicide to have caused harm. We expected to
find the opposite pattern for homicide. Additionally, be-
cause harm violations have been found to selectively elicit
anger, whereas purity violations have been shown to selec-
tively elicit disgust (Horberg, Oveis, Keltner, & Cohen,
2009; Inbar, Pizarro, & Bloom, 2009; Rozin, Lowery, Imada,
& Haidt, 1999; Russell & Giner-Sorolla, 2013; Russell, Piaz-
za, & Giner-Sorolla, 2013; Seidel & Prinz, 2013; but see
Chapman & Anderson, 2013), we investigated whether
individual differences in moral judgments of suicide and
homicide are associated with distinct emotional responses.

Because some researchers define harm very broadly
(e.g., Gray et al., 2012), Study 2 aimed to ensure that the
purity item in Study 1 (which asked about ‘‘taint to the
soul’’) was not being re-construed as a form of actual or
symbolic harm. We therefore focused on suicide obituaries
and asked participants to report the harm they perceived
being done to others, to the self, and to God, in addition
to reporting perceived impurity as in Study 1. Again, a
regression analysis assessed the degree to which these fac-
tors independently predicted individual differences in
moral judgments of suicide.
2. Study 1

2.1. Participants

Adults (n = 224) living in the United States were re-
cruited from Amazon Mechanical Turk, an online crowd-
sourcing website that has been found to yield valid and
reliable data (Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011). Partic-
ipants were excluded from analyses if they completed the
survey very quickly (less than 1 SD below the mean re-
sponse time: 18 participants), missed at least one of two
‘‘catch questions’’ used as attention checks (19 additional
participants), or reported being non-American (13 addi-
tional participants).1 The final sample comprised 174 partic-
ipants (114 female; Mage = 21.14, SD = 13.96). Participants
were generally liberal (M = 3.35, SD = 1.74) and non-reli-
gious (M = 3.34, SD = 2.22), as confirmed by one-sample t-
tests (scale midpoint = 4), ps < .001.
2.2. Materials and procedure

2.2.1. Obituary task
Participants were randomly assigned either to the Sui-

cide condition or to the Homicide condition. In each condi-
tion, participants read eight fabricated obituaries
(presented in randomized order) describing men and wo-
men who had either taken their own lives (Suicide condi-
tion) or who had been killed (Homicide condition).
Crucially, the obituaries were identical across conditions
except for a single word stating the cause of the death.
The nature of the suicide or homicide was intentionally left
unspecified, both in order to prevent extraneous factors
from influencing the moral judgments and in order to
make the obituaries more realistic. (All participants were
debriefed at the conclusion of the study and told that the
obituaries were fictitious.) A sample obituary is as follows
(other obituaries are reproduced in online supplementary
materials):



Table 1
Questions asked about each suicide/homicide obituary in Study 1.

Variable Question

Wrong Was it morally wrong for [name] to kill [himself/herself]/to be killed?
Anger When you think about [name]’s suicide/death, do you experience feelings of anger?
Disgust When you think about [name]’s suicide/death, do you experience feelings of disgust?
Harm Did [name]’s suicide/homicide cause harm?
Purity Was the purity of [name]’s soul tainted as a result of [his/her] suicide/homicide?
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Louise Parker, who was 68 years old, died on January
11, 2008 due to [suicide/homicide].

Louise had always been very close with her siblings, and
had recently spent the holidays with all five of them. Her
brother Roger wrote, ‘‘Louise was a terrific sister. She was
a joy to be around, and always knew how to make a person
laugh. Her charm and energy were contagious and appreci-
ated by everyone who met her. Louise couldn’t go any-
where without running into people she knew. I’ve been
truly lucky to have spent so many quality years with her.’’

Louise is survived by her brothers, Mark and Roger, and
three sisters: Geraldine, Karen, and Theresa. Her memory
will live on in the hearts of many.

All participants answered five questions about each
obituary: how morally wrong the death was, how angry it
made them feel, how disgusted it made them feel, how
much harm had been done, and how impure the victim
became2 (see Table 1). All items were rated on a seven-point
Likert scale. The question about moral wrongness was al-
ways the first or last of these five questions (counterbal-
anced across participants), and the order of the other
questions was randomized.
2.2.2. Additional questionnaires
We next administered the ‘‘Explicit Justification Task’’

(described in Section 2.2.3), after which we measured par-
ticipants’ general moral concerns about harm and purity
with the Harm and Purity subscales of an independent
measure, the Moral Foundations Questionnaire (MFQ; Gra-
ham et al., 2011). Items were randomized across partici-
pants. Then, to measure whether individual differences in
moral judgments of suicide and homicide were influenced
by variations in stable dispositional tendencies to experi-
ence different emotions, we administered short measures
of trait disgust (Inbar et al., 2009) and trait anger (Spielber-
ger, Jacobs, Russell, & Crane, 1983). These trait emotion
questionnaires were administered in a counterbalanced or-
der after the MFQ; items were randomized within each
questionnaire. At the conclusion of the study, participants
completed a brief demographic survey measuring political
2 Because the victim is also the perpetrator in the case of suicide, we
conducted a replication study (Replication #3 in the online supplementary
materials) in which we asked about the taint to the perpetrator’s soul for
both homicide and suicide (e.g., ‘‘Did [Joel’s killer/Joel] taint the purity of
his soul by killing [Joel/himself]?’’). Reframing the question in this way did
not affect the results for the purity variable (i.e., it remained a significant
predictor for suicide, p < .001, and a non-significant predictor for homicide,
p = .123). In another replication study (Replication #4), we rephrased the
purity question to ask whether the suicide or homicide was thought to
‘‘violate the sacredness’’ of the person’s life, and again found similar results.
See Tables S1 and S2 in the online supplementary materials.
and religious beliefs. Because political conservatism and
religiosity are associated with increased endorsements of
purity values (Graham et al., 2009; Preston & Ritter,
2012), we predicted that these ideological variables would
predict moral condemnations of suicide but not homicide.

2.2.3. Explicit justification task
As noted in the Introduction, there is reason to believe

that the underlying bases of moral judgments are not al-
ways accurately reflected in explicit moral beliefs (Haidt,
2001; Hauser et al., 2007). To determine whether this is
the case for suicide and/or homicide, participants were
asked to rate their agreement (on a 7-point Likert scale)
with the following justifications for moral judgments of
suicide and moral judgments of homicide (adapted from
Rozin et al., 1999). These were presented in random order,
immediately after all eight of the obituaries had been
evaluated:

[Suicide/homicide] is wrong because it directly hurts
other people. To decide if [suicide/homicide] is wrong,
you might consider the harms that have been experienced
by others, as well as thinking about things like justice and
human rights.

[Suicide/homicide] is wrong because it disrespects the
sacredness and purity of the self. To decide if [suicide/
homicide] is wrong, you might think about things like
sin, the natural order of things, and the sanctity of the soul.

2.3. Results

2.3.1. Preliminary analyses
Reliability analyses conducted on all task variables re-

vealed high internal consistency among the eight obituar-
ies in the Homicide and Suicide conditions (Cronbach’s a
ranged from .92 to .99). Responses were therefore col-
lapsed across obituaries in subsequent analyses. Prelimin-
ary analyses indicated that neither the participants’ gender
nor the order in which the moral wrongness question was
asked (first vs. last) significantly influenced moral wrong-
ness judgments; these variables were therefore removed
from further analyses.3

Consistent with previous survey findings (e.g., Gallup,
1978), suicide was judged as morally wrong: Ratings of
moral wrongness across the eight obituaries were signifi-
cantly above the midpoint (4) of the Likert scale, M = 4.90
3 These variables were not significant covariates in regression analyses
and did not change the results of the regressions, with one exception:
Question Order (moral judgment: first vs. last) was a significant predictor of
homicide judgments in a regression with trait anger and trait disgust,
p = .04. This unpredicted result is not easily interpretable and will not be
discussed further.



1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Wrong Harm Purity Anger Disgust

O
bi

tu
ar

y 
R

at
in

gs
Suicide Homicide

Fig. 1. Descriptive statistics for questions asked about each obituary.
Variables were rated on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (low) to 7 (high).
Error bars represent standard errors of the mean.
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(SD = 2.14), t(86) = 3.93, p < .001. As expected, homicide
was considered to be very morally wrong, M = 6.83
(SD = 0.50), t(86) = 52.28, p < .001, and more wrong than
suicide, t(96) = 8.20, p < .001. Descriptive statistics (Fig. 1)
also demonstrated that participants found homicide and
suicide to be much more harmful than impure, although
homicide was judged to be more harmful than suicide,
and suicide was judged to be more impure than homicide
(ps < .001). Additionally, anger and disgust were both
evoked at moderate levels, but both emotions were experi-
enced more strongly for homicide than suicide (ps < .001).
However, as indicated by an examination of correlations
(Tables 2 and 3), mean ratings are not very informative
about the relationships amongst the different variables.
Therefore, we turned to regression analyses for an exami-
nation of the factors that underlie individual differences
in moral judgments of suicide and homicide.

2.3.2. Primary analyses
We conducted a series of regressions to investigate the

factors predicting participants’ moral judgments of suicide
and homicide. Because moral wrongness ratings on the
homicide obituaries were highly skewed toward the upper
end of the scale, with kurtosis and skewness values that
indicated a non-normal distribution, we carried out logistic
regressions with this variable. Moral wrongness ratings
were dummy coded for ‘‘extremely morally wrong’’ (rat-
ings of 7 for all obituaries) and ‘‘not extremely morally
wrong’’ (below-ceiling average ratings). Because moral
wrongness ratings on the suicide obituaries did not violate
normality assumptions, linear regressions were conducted
on this variable.4

First, we regressed judgments of moral wrongness onto
ratings of harmfulness and impurity (i.e., taint to the soul).
For suicide obituaries, purity ratings significantly predicted
judgments of moral wrongness, while harm ratings did not
(see Table 4). For homicide obituaries, we found the oppo-
site pattern: harm, but not purity, significantly predicted
moral wrongness (see Table 5). These results support our
principal hypothesis: suicide, but not homicide, is consid-
ered immoral when there are elevated concerns about
spiritual taint (impurity), while the same is not true for
concerns about harm.
4 For completeness, logistic regressions were also conducted for suicide
obituaries, and these yielded similar results to the linear regressions
reported here (see Table S3 in the online supplementary materials).
Second, we regressed judgments of moral wrongness
onto ratings of anger and disgust reactions to the obituar-
ies. For suicide obituaries, disgust ratings significantly pre-
dicted moral judgments of suicide, while anger ratings did
not (see Table 4). For homicide obituaries, a regression
analysis could not be run due to the multicollinearity of
these variables. However, neither anger nor disgust was
significantly correlated with moral wrongness ratings of
homicide at a zero-order level. Our finding that disgust is
a unique predictor of moral judgments of suicide is consis-
tent with prior work on the distinctive role of disgust for
judging purity-based transgressions (Horberg et al., 2009;
Rozin et al., 1999; Russell et al., 2013; Seidel & Prinz,
2013). This result therefore provides further support for
the hypothesis that suicide is perceived as a purity
violation.

Third, we regressed judgments of moral wrongness
onto ratings of MFQ harm and MFQ purity. For suicide obit-
uaries, greater concerns about purity predicted moral
wrongness judgments, whereas greater concerns about
harm did not (see Table 4). For homicide obituaries, the
opposite was true: greater concerns about harm predicted
moral wrongness judgments, whereas greater concerns
about purity did not (see Table 5). We were thus able to de-
tect the suicide/purity association and the homicide/harm
association once again, this time by measuring moral con-
cerns for harm and purity using a well-validated measure
independent of, and unrelated to, the obituary task.

Fourth, we regressed judgments of moral wrongness
onto ratings of trait anger and trait disgust. For suicide
obituaries, trait disgust, but not trait anger, significantly
predicted moral judgments (see Table 4). For homicide
obituaries, neither predictor reached significance (see Ta-
ble 5). These findings provide a conceptual replication of
the unique association between disgust and moral judg-
ments of suicide.

For completeness, we also created composite ‘‘harm/an-
ger’’ and ‘‘purity/disgust’’ variables, which combined equal
weightings of the variables from the previous four analy-
ses. For suicide obituaries, a linear regression demon-
strated that the purity/disgust composite predicted moral
judgments, B = 1.20, p < .001, while the harm/anger com-
posite did not, B = �0.04, p = .870. For homicide obituaries,
a logistic regression showed that the harm/anger compos-
ite predicted moral judgments, B = 2.21, p = .001, while the
purity/disgust composite was a non-significant negative
predictor, B = �0.76, p = .070. Additionally, regression anal-
yses with all eight predictor variables entered at once
found that purity ratings, B = 0.29, p = .004, and MFQ purity
concerns, B = 0.62, p < .001, predicted moral judgments of
suicide, while harm ratings, B = 1.72, p = .004, predicted
moral judgments of homicide.

2.3.3. Ideological influences
Given prior work linking purity-based (but not harm-

based) morals to political conservatism and religiosity
(Graham et al., 2009; Preston & Ritter, 2012), additional
analyses provide further support of the hypothesis that
moral judgments of suicide can be accounted for by pur-
ity-related concerns. Participants who were more politi-
cally conservative found suicide to be more morally



Table 2
Correlations between variables in the Suicide condition.

Harm Purity Anger Disgust MFQ harm MFQ purity Trait anger Trait disgust Polit. Relig.

Wrong .26* .64*** .30** .50*** .08 .65*** �.17 .25* .42*** .56***

Harm .18 .18 .18 .09 .06 .03 .08 .22* .07
Purity .38*** .55*** �.06 .55*** �.03 .26* .42*** .41***

Anger .73*** �.10 .12 .35** .10 .11 �.04
Disgust �.07 .33** .15 .17 .31** .11

* p < .05.
** p < .01.
*** p < .001.

Table 3
Correlations between variables in the Homicide condition.

Harm Purity Anger Disgust MFQ harm MFQ purity Trait anger Trait disgust Polit. Relig.

Wrong .41*** �.35** .15 .16 .21 �.05 �.15 .09 �.01 �.09
Harm �.11 .33** .35** .37*** .09 �.10 .26* �.02 .05
Purity .04 .06 .01 .16 .16 .13 �.04 �.01
Anger .90*** .34** .24* .10 .32** .15 .18
Disgust .38*** .21 .08 .34** .09 .13

* p < .05.
** p < .01.
*** p < .001.

Table 4
Results of the linear regression analyses of suicide obituaries, with moral wrongness as the outcome variable. Beta values represent unstandardized regression
coefficients. Significant predictors are bolded.

Regression Predictor Beta SE (B) t p Semi-partial correlation

#1 Harm 0.23 0.13 1.72 .089 .141
Purity 0.60 0.08 7.39 .000 .607

#2 Anger �0.13 0.15 �0.91 .365 �.086
Disgust 0.64 0.15 4.26 .000 .402

#3 MFQ harm 0.02 0.25 0.07 .948 .005
MFQ purity 1.03 0.13 7.74 .000 .644

#4 Trait anger �0.25 0.18 �1.37 .174 �.144
Trait disgust 0.43 0.19 2.19 .031 .229

Table 5
Results of the logistic regression analyses of homicide obituaries, with moral wrongness as the outcome variable. Beta values represent unstandardized
regression coefficients. Significant predictors are bolded.

Regression Predictor Beta SE (B) Wald df p Odds ratio

#1 Harm 1.76 0.44 15.95 1 .001 5.82
Purity �0.36 0.22 2.76 1 .097 0.70

#2 Could not be run due to multicollinearity

#3 MFQ Harm 1.27 0.41 9.44 1 .002 3.55
MFQ purity �0.36 0.26 1.87 1 .171 0.70

#4 Trait anger �0.23 0.27 0.72 1 .395 0.79
Trait disgust 0.44 0.26 2.93 1 .087 1.56
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wrong, r(85) = .42, p < .001; this was not the case for homi-
cide, r(85) = �.01, p = .899. Similarly, participants who
were more religious found suicide to be more morally
wrong, r(85) = .56, p < .001; this was not the case for homi-
cide, r(85) = �.09, p = .387. Both political conservatism and
religiosity were found to independently predict moral
judgments of suicide, as shown in a regression analysis:
for conservatism, B = .345, p = .004; for religiosity,
B = .450, p < .001.

Critically, however, political conservatism and religios-
ity did not account for the link between purity concerns
and moral judgments of suicide. When controlling for
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political conservatism and religiosity in the regression
analyses conducted on the suicide obituaries, obituary pur-
ity ratings and MFQ purity concerns remained highly sig-
nificant predictors of moral wrongness (ps < .003). Even
when the analyses were restricted to non-religious liberals
(ratings of political conservatism <4 and ratings of religios-
ity <4), both purity, B = 0.77, p = .001, and MFQ purity,
B = 1.00, p < .05, continued to predict moral judgments of
suicide; harm and MFQ harm remained non-significant
predictors (ps > .35).5 Additionally, both the purity ratings
on the obituaries and MFQ purity concerns significantly
mediated the effects of conservatism and religiosity on mor-
al judgments of suicide (see Fig. S1 in the online supplemen-
tary materials). 6

2.3.4. Explicit Justifications
We examined participants’ relative support for the two

explicit justifications (i.e., sets of general principles) pro-
vided to them regarding the immorality of suicide and
homicide. Overall, the harm principle was explicitly en-
dorsed as a more relevant justification than the purity
principle not only for homicide (Harm: M = 6.67,
SD = 0.81; Purity: M = 4.80, SD = 2.30), t(172) = 9.79,
p < .001, but also for suicide (Harm: M = 5.26, SD = 1.85;
Purity: M = 3.94, SD = 2.38), t(172) = 7.38, p < .001. These
results indicate that participants did not realize (or did
not accurately report) why they judged suicide to be mor-
ally wrong, demonstrating that verbal reports do not al-
ways reflect the underlying source of judgments (Haidt,
2001; Nisbett & Wilson, 1977). Additionally, endorsements
of the purity-based justification correlated with moral
judgments of suicide, r(85) = .76, p < .001, while endorse-
ments of the harm-based justification did not, r(85) = .08,
p = .488. Endorsements of the purity-based justification
also correlated with disgust toward the obituaries,
r(85) = .45, p < .001, beliefs that suicide tainted the per-
son’s soul, r(85) = .65, p < .001, beliefs that suicide caused
harm, r(85) = .26, p = .017, trait disgust, r(85) = .26,
p < .001, MFQ Purity, r(85) = .68, p < .001, political conser-
vatism, r(85) = .34, p < .001, and religiosity, r(85) = .52,
p < .001. When explicit justification ratings were controlled
for, purity (i.e., ‘‘tainting the soul’’) remained a significant
predictor of moral judgments of suicide, B = 0.25, p = .004,
as did MFQ Purity, B = 0.34, p = .027.

2.4. Discussion

Study 1 provides evidence that suicide is considered
morally wrong because it is perceived to taint the soul –
and not because it is perceived to cause harm. This conclu-
sion is supported by converging results from four regres-
sion analyses, demonstrating that moral judgments of
suicide were predicted by assessments of impurity and
5 Disgust, but not trait disgust, also continued to predict moral
judgments of suicide when controlling for conservatism and religiosity.
Both disgust and trait disgust remained significant predictors for the subset
of non-religious liberals.

6 Disgust, but not trait disgust, also significantly mediated the effect of
conservatism on moral judgments of suicide. Neither disgust nor trait
disgust significantly mediated the relationship between religiosity and
moral judgments of suicide.
feelings of disgust when reading obituaries, as well as
independently reported tendencies to be concerned about
purity and to be easily disgusted. In a stark juxtaposition,
participants’ moral judgments of homicide were predicted
by assessments of harm when reading obituaries and inde-
pendently reported concerns about harm, a pattern that
was found despite restricted variability in wrongness judg-
ments of homicide.

In the obituary task, participants were asked simply
whether the death caused harm. While this question was
designed to be broad enough to allow participants to con-
strue harm in a variety of ways, the generality of this ques-
tion could also be seen as a potential limitation insofar as
the ‘‘harm’’ may have been too vague to capture partici-
pants’ nuanced perceptions of damage or suffering. To ad-
dress this issue, we ran a second study in which we asked
participants to rate the same suicide obituaries on a variety
of specific harms – to others, to the self, and to God – in
addition to evaluating the impurity of the victim’s soul as
in Study 1.7

3. Study 2

3.1. Participants

Adults (n = 101) living in the United States were re-
cruited from Amazon Mechanical Turk. Participants were
excluded from data analysis if they completed the survey
too quickly (less than 1 SD below the mean response time:
7 participants) or reported being non-American (5 addi-
tional participants). The final sample comprised 89 partic-
ipants (42 female, Mage = 31.65, SD = 12.49). Again,
participants were liberal (M = 3.38, SD = 1.61) and non-reli-
gious (M = 2.55, SD = 1.96), as confirmed by one-sample t-
tests (scale midpoint = 4), ps � .001.

3.2. Materials and procedure

Participants read the same suicide obituaries from
Study 1. All participants answered five questions about
each obituary: how morally wrong the death was, how
much harm had been done to other people, how much harm
had been done to the self, how much harm had been done to
God, and how impure the victim’s soul became (see Table 6).
Participants were also given the explicit justification task
and the demographics questionnaire administered in
Study 1. Counterbalancing and randomization methods
paralleled Study 1.

3.3. Results and discussion

3.3.1. Preliminary analyses
Reliability analyses found high internal consistency

among the eight obituaries (Cronbach’s a ranged from .90
7 In light of recent concerns about replicability in psychological science
(e.g., Open Science Collaboration, 2012), we also conducted four replication
studies that used the same general methods reported here. For brevity, and
to avoid repetitiveness, the materials and results of these studies are
presented in brief in the online supplementary materials (see Tables S1 and
S2). More details are available from the authors upon request.



J. Rottman et al. / Cognition 130 (2014) 217–226 223
to 1.00), so the data were again collapsed across obituaries.
The order in which the moral wrongness question was
asked (first vs. last) did not influence moral judgments or
change the results, and this variable was not a significant
covariate, so it was removed from analyses.8 Descriptive
statistics (Fig. 2) and correlations (Table 7) were explored
for all variables.

3.3.2. Primary analyses
We regressed judgments of moral wrongness onto rat-

ings of impurity and our three measures of harm. Once
again, purity ratings independently predicted judgments
of moral wrongness, while harm ratings did not, either
for others, the self, or God (see Table 8). These results pro-
vide converging evidence that suicide is considered more
immoral when concerns about purity, rather than harm,
are elevated.9

3.3.3. Additional analyses
All relevant results regarding political conservatism and

religiosity from Study 1 were replicated in this sample (see
Additional Results in online supplementary materials). We
also replicated the Study 1 finding that the harm principle
was explicitly endorsed as a more relevant justification
than the purity principle (Harm: M = 5.22, SD = 1.78; Pur-
ity: M = 3.17, SD = 2.33), t(87) = 8.21, p < .001.
4. General discussion

Philosophers have long debated whether suicide is best
considered a harm-based violation or a defilement of the
sacred (see Battin & Mayo, 1980). This meta-ethical uncer-
tainty was perhaps best captured by Dante, who expressed
ambivalence in his categorization of suicide by assigning it
to a unique ring of hell precariously situated between the
rings of harm and impurity in the Seventh Circle (Alighieri,
1314/2000). The present research investigated this issue in
a new light by examining the distinct signatures of folk
moral attitudes toward suicide vs. homicide. Across two
studies, we found that suicide is considered wrong to the
extent that it taints the soul – not the degree to which it
is perceived as harmful. This suggests that harm-based or
dyadic theories of morality (e.g., Gray & Wegner, 2012;
Gray et al., 2012) cannot fully account for all moral judg-
ments. Indeed, it is unlikely that all moral judgments are
based upon a single unifying principle, and models of mor-
al cognition therefore need to account for multiple founda-
tions upon which different kinds of judgments can be
based (Haidt, 2012; Sinnott-Armstrong & Wheatley, 2013).
8 A gender difference was found in this study, however. Although males
and females judged suicide as equally morally wrong, t(87) = 1.00, p = .319,
gender influenced the results of the regression analysis. While purity
ratings significantly predicted moral wrongness judgments for both males
and females (ps � .001), ratings of harm to others also predicted moral
wrongness judgments for men (B = 0.44, p < .01) but not for women
(B = 0.03, p = .907).

9 Of course, it is conceivable that spiritual taint could be re-construed as
yet another form of ‘‘harm’’ that is unrelated to harm to others, to the self,
or to God (e.g., Gray et al., 2012), but such an interpretation of harm may be
too broad to serve as a useful extension of the typical ‘‘harm’’ concept
(Sinnott-Armstrong & Wheatley, 2013).
Notably, suicide was considered very harmful, both to
other people and to the self. Unlike other studies that have
investigated putatively harmless purity violations, includ-
ing consensual sibling incest or eating dead pet dogs (Haidt
et al., 1993), we found that suicide is viewed as even more
harmful than impure (see Figs. 1 and 2). This research
therefore provides the first demonstration that purity con-
cerns can be more closely linked to moral judgments than
harm concerns even when both concerns are potentially
relevant. In other words, even though participants did
not judge suicide to taint victims’ souls to the same extent
that they judged suicide to cause harm, their moral judg-
ments were associated only with their purity-based assess-
ments about the tainting of souls. Following previous
research that has identified relevant foundations by look-
ing at correlations rather than mean endorsements (e.g.,
Koleva et al., 2012), we take this pattern to suggest that
suicide should be classified as a purity-based violation.

The current work also demonstrates that, while politi-
cally conservative and religious individuals find suicide
more morally wrong than secular liberals, even self-de-
scribed non-religious liberals consider suicide to be mor-
ally wrong – and, crucially, they consider it to be morally
wrong on account of purity concerns. These results suggest
that even if people explicitly deny the existence of reli-
gious phenomena, natural tendencies to at least implicitly
believe in souls (Bering, 2006) can underlie intuitive moral
judgments. While previous studies have primarily found
evidence for purity concerns in conservative, religious,
low-SES, and/or non-Western societies (Graham et al.,
2009; Haidt et al., 1993; Shweder et al., 1987), this re-
search demonstrates that purity concerns can also signifi-
cantly account for the moral judgments of liberal, non-
religious Americans. Indeed, purity concerns may be more
widespread than previously realized (Koleva et al., 2012),
and studying ‘‘WEIRD’’ (Western, educated, industrialized,
rich, democratic; Henrich, Heine, & Norenzayan, 2010)
samples may be especially informative in understanding
the pervasiveness of purity concerns.

Claims that moral judgments are affectively laden
(Greene, 2007; Haidt, 2001; Nichols, 2004) received some
support. In Study 1, state disgust (as felt while reading
the obituaries) and trait disgust both uniquely predicted
judgments of moral wrongness for suicide. These patterns
dovetail with previous findings that state disgust height-
ens the moral condemnation of purity violations (Horberg
et al., 2009; Seidel & Prinz, 2013), as well as previous find-
ings that dispositional tendencies to experience disgust
(i.e., disgust sensitivity) predict purity-based moral judg-
ments (e.g., Inbar et al., 2009). This research is among the
first to document a moral purity violation that is associated
with disgust in the absence of obvious physical or bodily
(including sexual) contamination, such as touching a
corpse (Rozin et al., 1999) or belonging to a necrophilia
club (Gutierrez & Giner-Sorolla, 2007). The current findings
therefore conflict with claims that moral purity violations
are inherently tied to bodily disease or degradation (e.g.,
Russell & Giner-Sorolla, 2013). The present work, however,
is consistent with research showing that self-directed mor-
al transgressions are perceived as purity violations regard-
less of whether they are contaminating (Chakroff et al.,



Table 6
Questions asked about each suicide obituary in Study 2.

Variable Question

Wrong Was it morally wrong for [name] to kill [himself/herself]?
Harm to others Did [name]’s suicide cause harm to other people?
Harm to self Did [name]’s suicide cause harm to [himself/herself]?
Harm to God Did [name]’s suicide cause harm to God?
Purity Was the purity of [name]’s soul tainted as a result of [his/her] suicide?

1
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Fig. 2. Descriptive statistics for questions asked about each obituary in
Study 2. Variables were rated on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (low) to 7
(high). Error bars represent standard errors of the mean.
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2013; also see Young & Tsoi, 2013), and with research
demonstrating that various non-bodily forms of degrada-
tion (e.g., air pollution or littering) can also become linked
to moral purity concerns (Feinberg & Willer, 2013).

Certain limitations of this research should be ad-
dressed in future investigations. Because linguistic mea-
sures of emotions, and particularly disgust, have been
proposed as problematic (e.g., Nabi, 2002; Russell et al.,
2013), different measures of disgust should be utilized
in future studies. Other forms of suicide should be stud-
ied as well; for example, the morality of suicide terror-
ism (Rottman & Kelemen, 2014), assisted suicide, and
honor suicide (including sati) are ripe topics for experi-
mental inquiry. Additionally, a broader population pool
Table 7
Correlations between variables in Study 2.

Harm to others Harm

Wrong .21 .16
Harm to others .20
Harm to self
Harm to God

* p < .05.
** p < .01.
*** p < .001.

Table 8
Results of the Study 2 linear regression analyses of suicide obituaries, with moral
regression coefficients. Significant predictors are bolded.

Predictor Beta SE (B)

Harm to others 0.24 0.12
Harm to self 0.20 0.11
Harm to God �0.06 0.12
Purity 0.67 0.12
(especially the inclusion of participants from other cul-
tures) would allow conclusions to be drawn about the
universality or cultural variability of moral judgments
of suicide (Henrich et al., 2010). Finally, while this re-
search has demonstrated that purity concerns explain a
substantial proportion of the variance in people’s moral
condemnation of suicide, other factors should also be
investigated in future studies. It is especially important
to identify and investigate variables that attenuate rather
than amplify moral condemnation of suicide, as the fac-
tors that mitigate moral judgments of harm-based trans-
gressions (e.g., intention and causality; Cushman, 2008;
Pizarro, Uhlmann, & Bloom, 2003) are often distinct from
the factors that mitigate moral judgments of purity-
based transgressions (Piazza, Russell, & Sousa, 2013; Rus-
sell & Giner-Sorolla, 2011; Young & Saxe, 2011).

Overall, this research informs a scientific understanding
of the nature and scope of moral cognition, the relevance of
emotions to moral judgments, and the dissociation be-
tween moral judgments and justifications. Beyond these
theoretical contributions, the current findings also shed
light on the real-world issue of people’s psychological reac-
tions to suicide, demonstrating that moral judgments of
suicide are not only complex but connected to potentially
unexpected, implicit conceptual concerns. A greater under-
standing of the processes that are relevant to the condem-
nation of suicide victims may prove useful for the millions
worldwide who are affected by this widespread tragedy.
to self Harm to God Purity

.46*** .63***

.18 .04

.07 �.02
.72***

wrongness as the outcome variable. Beta values represent unstandardized

t p Semi-partial correlation

1.93 .057 .156
1.72 .089 .140
�0.49 .628 �.039

5.62 .000 .456
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