Aggression and I nequity?
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I. INTRODUCTION

Equity theory claims to be a general theory—providing insights into
all social encounters (Berkowitz & Walster, 1976). In this chapter, we will
atempt to assess the theory's relevauce, or irrelevance, for explaining
what goes on in aggressive encounters. In Section 11, we will briefly
review cquity theory. (Those who already know more about this theory
than they wisht to know, can proceed directly 1o Section HI) In revicwing
the vast aggression literature, we tound that equity considerations do
seem to be critically important in determining how people respond in
potentially aggressive scttings. We will review these findings in Section
II1. But not everything fits. In Section 1V, we will discuss the cases in
which Equity theory and the data do not seem to mesh very well.

II. A BRIEF OVERVIEW OF EQUITY THEORY

Equity theory consists of four propositions (see Hatfield, 1980).

Proposition I: Individuals will try to maximnize their outcomes (where
outcomes equals rewards minus punishments).

"Preparation of this chapter was supported in part by NIMH grant 1F32 MH0O7788-01
to Donnersicin, and in part by a Nationa! Institute of Health Grant for Biomedical Re-
search to Hatfield.
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(Proposition ). When socialized individuals find themsclves enmeshed
in inequitable relationships, they experience distress (Proposition 111).
They can reduce their distress by restoring cither actual equity or
psychological cquity to their relationships (Proposition IV).

III. THE APPLICATION OF EQUITY THEORY
TO AGGRESSOR-VICTIM RELATIONSHIPS

When we review the aggression literature, we sce that considerations
of fairness and justice secem 10 be extremely important in determining:

(I) whether or not people aggress against one another; and (2) how they
feel about their aggressive versus passive reactions.

A. Definition of Terms

Baron (1977) defines aggression as “any form of behavior directed
toward the goal of harming or injuring another living being who is
motivated to avoid such treatment [p- 71." We should keep in mind that
in this definition we are referring to intentional aggression, That is, we.
do not mean acts of harm that might occur by accident.

In many siwations, who is defined as an "aggressor,” who the
“victim,” depends on how one punctuates a chain of events. Consider a
typical aggression paradigm:

A college student, enthusiastic about contributing to science, or at
least earning some money, reports to the lab. The experimenter greets
her and introduces another student (actally, an experimental confed-
crate). Suddenly, in the experimental condition, without warting, the
conlederate attacks the student. He tells her she is stupid, subjects her 1o
mtense clectric shock for no apparent reason. ‘T'hen, the tables are
turned. The student must now teach her “fellow student™ the task. If she
wishes, she can combine her t aching with a livle aggressive punishnicnt
(all for the other's “own good,” of course). In the control conditions, the
student is not angered.

Traditionally, aggression researchers have labeled this interaction in
the following way:

The The subject The confederare
experimental conlederite | - | shocks—does not shock | — | is presumably
insulls or shocks the subject

the confederate injured
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For purposes of an equity analysis (and in line with conventional wis
dom) we would label this intcraction in quite another way:

R Y The subject The confederate
e sub ! !
'k ssamably

experimental conlederate | — | shocks—locs not shock | — | is presu ._ \

‘ ’ ) e

, ] onlederate injurce
insults or shocks the subject the conlederate j

Aggressor <J:.:

Patential Aggressor —— Ostensible Victim

. . . .
Initially, it is the experimental confederate who is the aggressor; ..rn m”:
dent, the victim. Then the tables are turned. The student ~m m_:.mhm "
opportunity cither to aggress or to refuse to do so. The confeder

put in the role of a potential victim. .

B. Applying the Theory

[Lis obvious that equity theory onght 10 have a great deal _.A“..ﬁ.u. :._V.A”_.__“,
people’s reactions in aggression encounters. A,ec _m_..:.: :_V_ c_/r___““”_\_.rr n
analysis and discussion as m__c.s.: in _._m_.:.c a.1. : W.__ r.r.:_ ¢ the
sequence of cvents {rom the viewpoint ..w. ::w. subject by cc_u. m .~ N
different issues. First, is there any justification for _:m.m: ._nn.~ rcn_mc_,
aggressively. Second, what are .:.n feelings of those w _a.c m_m vzw,m nﬁ o
weated in a neutral manner. Third, how m_cﬂm the M:Eni. w.numr., AM,:E
or she aggress back, or is a nonaggressive nnm_vc:m.w. n__r.:n. ZH e
subject. I the subject does aggress, _:W:. .::_n__ :mn..nvzc_._. in A..c__:.* . _ »
o what was received, is administered? _..::_.___. _:E...._:n.., the w: v.__A A.ﬂ. _._A !
after acting aggressively or nonaggressively. And finally, what does the
individual do at this time?

JUSTIFICATION

1. 1S THE SUBJECT GIVEN
FOR AGGRESSING? . .
Considerations of fairness secem to be G.m:ns_,_v. importantin .._n,_.c_.__:”._n_.”

ing how people respond to one another. Gene z.:.,.. ummﬁn”ﬁ_”w”._e re

scarchers must provide compelling reasons ?._. 2_-_c:m4_...v uﬂ . __...M...c
gressively before subjects will even s:.~..,..i...~.. A_c.:_m z:...._ncv ._UA __»u”c ... ¢

Tound a varicty ol techniques to be effective m enticing people to ag

e . PR

r.M“_:n:_:c? for no apparent rcason, m:_u.‘wn.n; arc physically :._m..:.__mnm

via clectric shock (see Borden, Bowen, & Taylor, 197 _.“ Dengerink &

Noeilesars 1074 Danaevink 80 Muere. 1077 Tavlar. 1967). Somctimes.
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are likely to feel underbenefited—and angry. The control subjects have
every reason 1o feel equitably treated.

3. HOW DOES THE SUBJECT RESPOND TO
PROVOCATION? DOES HE OR SHE AGGRESS?
HOW MUCIH?

Anvbody can become angry—that is casy; but to be augry with the vight
pevson, and to the right degree, and at the vight tine, aud for die right
purpose, and i the vight way—that is uot within everybody’s power and is
noL casy.

—Avistotle; in Paynton & Blackey, 1971, p. 11

According to cquity theory, the provoked feel most comfortable when
theyv retaliate appropriately. It they go overboard—destroying a {ly with a
sledgehammer—when they cool off, and think back on what they have
done, they feel ashamed. If they respond to provocation with too liule,
too late, when they think back on their ineffectual reaction, they feel
equally ashamed.

Theorctically, then, it is critically important to know how the pro-
voked, who choose to aggress or avoid aggression, later come to view
their actions. In existing studies, lowever, it is very ditficult for us o
classify subjeats’ responses as excessive, appropriate, or inadequate. The
rescarchers shock the hapless subjects. Their action is insulting and pain-
ful. How do you weigh that? How much electric shock does it take in
rctaliation to balance things out?

Luckily a few researchers have investigated this issuc and find that
people do try to retaliate, both in kind and amount. For example,
O'Leary and Dengerink (1973) attempted to determine whether aggres-
sors and victim-aggressors generally behave ina highly recprocal man-
ner. To investigate this question, they paired subjects with oppoucuts
who adopted one of four strategies during the session. In the low attack
roufr, the aggressors gave the subjects very wmild shocks, thne afier time,
In the decreasing attack group, the aggressors started by giving the subjects
very painful shocks, but over time, they began to set gentler and gentler
shock levels. In the increasing attack group, the aggressors followed the
opposite strategy; they started out administering mild shocks, but trial by
wial, their shocks became increasingly painful. Finally, in the high attack
group, the aggressors gave the subjects intensely painful shocks every
time they got a chance.

The authors found that subjects did behave in a highly reciprocal
fashion. They “gave as good as they got.” Subjects in the low attack group
gave mild shocks, those in the increasing and decreasing attack growps

0. AGGRESSION AND INFQUITY 317

nuaiched their partner’s level of ferocity, and those in the high attack
group gave consistently painful shocks of their own.

The notion that things should be “set right” via exact punishnient is a
deeply engrained one. The Code of Hammurabi (about 2250 B.c.) was
bascd on just that philosophy. "If one break a man’s bone, they shall
break his bone [Harper, 1904, p. 73).” Today, philosophers are more
soplisticated. After thinking about the question for 4000 years, they
now lIave absolitely no one idea why society punishes wrongdoers. Docs
society punish people to restore equity? o proteat society by isolating
wrongdocers? To set a harsh examiple for other potenual harmi docers? To
rehabilitate them? Philosophers cannot agree. Despite philosophers’ dis-
agrecments, however, alinost everyone clse feels that, at least in part,
wrongdoers should cxpiate their crimes by sufferving, and that the
punishment should fit the crime (Fry, 1956; Rose & Prell, 1953; Sharp &
Oto, 1910).

4. TIME 2: ALL-IN-ALL. HOW DOFES THE SUBJECT

FEEL NOW? WHAT NEXT?

In the studics we have focused on thus far, the experimenters either
provoked or did not provoke the subjects, and then they observed
whether these victims-potential aggressors did or did not retaliate. Most
aggression studics end at this point. But our curiosity does not. What
happens next? What happens when potential aggressors get angry and
go too far? Do they try to make amends? Justify their behavior? Escape?
What about subjects who refuse to retaliate, or are afraid to? Theorists
gencrally assume that it is good for people 1o control their aggressive
responises. But is it? What happens to the provoked when they decide
not o retaliate? Do they end up trying to get back at others in a mul-
titude of litle ways? Do they end up justifying the provoker’s crucl
behavior>—convineing themsclves that they had it coming? Do they dis-
place their aggression?

Cousiderable  evidence—collected i very  difterent coniexts—
suggests that aggressors—nonaggressors, may do exacly these things,
Before considering this evidence, a caution is in order. From Figure .1,
itis obvious that, at this point, we could offer a laborious enumceration of
myriad possibilities. Subjects who are provoked or not provoked could
feel overbenefited, cquitably treated, or underbenefited. Afterwards
they way do nothing, or retaliatc—excessively, adequately, inadequancly,
and as a consequence, leel guilty, just fine, or angry. "o avoid having to
run through all the possibilities to make our poing, let us make a shmpli-
fying assumption: For this equity analysis, we nced not worry about
“who hit who first and what happened next.” For our purposes, we need
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Ina particularly ::o«nm::m study, Sykes and Matzg (1957) found tha
Juvenile delinquents often defend their victimization of others by argu-
ing that their victims are homosexuals, or bums, or Possess other trais
that make them a_n.mm_.«.m:m of punishment, In 5...:0::.:@ others, then,
the delinquents can daim to be restorers ol justice rather than hirm
doers. A number of subsequent researchers have confirme the fact that
aggressors do often denigrate their victims (see Berkowitz, 1969; David-
son, 1964; Davis & Jones, 1960; Glass, 1964; Katz, Glass, &: Cohen, 1973;
Walster & Presthold, 1966).

Of course, theiy victims can restore psychological equity in exactly the
Same ways. Often victimized individuals find it Jess upsetting to distor
reality and justify their victimization, than to acknowledge that (he world
IS najust and 1l they are 100 Bmpotent 1o cliciy Lair treatmen (sce
Lerner & Matthews 1967). Victinized individugls have been found 1o
restore equity in severyl ways. Somctinies they console themselves by
::.._m:::x that they were nog really victimized (sce Jecker & Landy,
1969; Walster & Prestholdt, 1966) o that their victimization wil] bring
compensary benefigs (Solomon, 1957, Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). Some.
times victims console themselves by concluding that, in the long run,
their tormentors wifl be punished as they deserve.

¢ Escape. OFf course, if all else fails, he guilty aggressor or the
huniliated victim can reduce the discomfor by flecing. Baron ang Bell
(1975, 1976) found that many subjects fing aggressive scutings so
thr, catening thay all they think abou s escpe. As one subject observed,
"The only thing I thought about was getting the hell oug of heret”

d. What Determines whether Perticipants Respand 1o 1 njustice by Restaring
Actual or Psychological Equity?  “I'hus far, we have reviewed evidence thay
demonstrates tha aggressors and heir vieting sometines restore actual
€quity, sometimes psychological cquity, to their relationships. But (his is
not enough. Whag determines which of these two techniques aggressors
or victims will yse? According to cquity theory, people’s responses are
shaped by cost-benefit considerations, According to Walster el al,
(1978):

Proposition 1y, Corollary 1: Oilyer things being equal, 1he more adequate an
exploiter perceives an wvailable cquity-restoring technique o be, the more
likely he is 10 use this lechmique 1o restore cquity.,

Proposition 1: Corollary 2: Ouher things heing cqual, the less costly an ex-
Ploiter perceives au available ...._:5.._.3_:_.:__._.. technique to be, the more likely
he is 1o use this technique 10 restore equity |p. 36},

Therc is some evidence that cost-benefit considerations are vitallv
important in determining how hoste 1. . .

9. AGGRESSION AND 1N QUITY 3921

sive person (and his o her actual or potential victim) wijl respond.? Ac-
cording to cquity theory, when People contemplate unjustly hurting
others or actually do hurt others, they feel distressed, Basically, this
distress is presumed to arise from two sources: threatened self-esteem
and fear of realiation.

According to equity theory, anything that (a) makes potential aggres-
Sors aware that they will experience self-concept-distress if they injure
others; or (b) makes them aware that the victim, the victim’s sympathiz-
ers, or God may retaliate—should cause them to think twice before ag-
gressing. The evidence suggests that it does.

I. mcz,.ﬁc_:.c_z and >.n.n_.n.f..,.mc:..Zc::x.n..czmmc:

Rescarchiers have collected considerable cevidence that people are
likely o hesitate before aggressing, if they know that they will suffer
pangs of conscience if they act our. Some examples: .

a. Researchers have found that people who anticipate pangs of re-
morse or stings of self-censure for engaging in assaults against
others, are especially likely to refrain from such actions (see Don-
nerstein & Uc::n_.mﬁ..:. 1973, 1976; Gambaro & Rabin, 1969;
Knot, Lasater, & Shuman, 1974, Meyer, 1967),

b. People who are cager for social approval, or who are unusually
anxious, are less aggressive (Conn & Crowne, 1964 Dengerink,
1971; Dorsky & Taylor, 1972; Fishmuan, 1963, - “aylor, 1970). (OF
course, with cnough Provocation, cven the meekest, most mild-
nanmnered individuals might—like the proverbial worm—urn on
their tormentors,)

<. When people realize they are respousible for their OWn actions,

they are most likely to think through wha they are doing. Tilker

(1970) found that when potential aggressors had beer, told that the

responsibility for the victim's health and welfare rested entirely

with them, they were less willing 10 injurc other subjects.

“ally, rescarchers have found i, once aggressors begin 1o as-
sault others, whether or notthey continue scews 10 be influenced
by cost-henetit cousiderations, Whether or not they continue 14
behave aggressively is influenced by the victims' reactions,

d

Sometimes AGEressors are so angry at a victim, and so, uninhibited
about aggressing that, when they observe an eneny’s sulfering, they are
cncouraged. When individuals are “highly” angry, signs of victims’ pain

*Heve, because of its yelevance; we are orimarily G
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324 EDWARD DONNERSTEIN AND ELAINE HATFIELD

what if—on thinking it through—the subjects realize that they have
acted too hastily or too excessively, or did not go far enoughz When that
is the case, they may be left with guilt and anger. And those feelings will,
in turn, spur new activity designed to “set things right.”

1V. BEYOND EQUITY THEORY

In Scction 1, we attempted to demonstrate that the equity paradigm
is a usclul framework (or organizing much of the aggression data. In
fact, from what we have written so Tar, it sounds as il cquity theory can
account for cvery step in an aggressive encounter. It cannot. Under
some conditions, cquity considerations scem surprisingly unimportantin
determining how people behave. On occasion, people aggress against
the wrong people, at the wrong time, for the wrong reasons, and out of
all proportion 1o the provocation. Let us discuss some of these excep-
tions.

A. Who Do We Aggress Against?

Curremtly, aggression theorists are engaged in a debate as to whether
or not people are equally satisfied when they can aggress divetly against
their tormentors, as opposed to being forced to displace their aggression
onto someone clse. For example, Berkowitz (1963) argues that equity
considerations are critically imiportant in determining whether or not
people’s "aggressive drive” is reduced by direct-indivect aggression.

Others, such as Feshbach (1964, 1970), and Zillmann (1979), reject
the notion that the aggressive drive can be reduced only through injury
w the source of frustration. For example, they point out that when
prejudiced people are provoked, they often choose to attack those they
dislike—whicther or not those people deserve it (Buss, 19615 Donner-
stein el al., 1972: Kanbwann, 1970),

Regardless of their assnmptions about how the provoked feel alier
direcily aggressing or displacing their aggression, _.cwc“:.n_.n.._.m are
agreement about what people do. Sometimes the provoked injure those
who "have it coming.” But if they are unwilling to attack those who have
injured them, they may well displace their aggression onto a totally inno-
cent victim (Berkowitz, 1969; Dollatd e al., 193Y; Fenigstein & Buss,
1974 Ferson, 1959; Miller, 1948; Murray & Berkun, 1955; Thibant &
Coules. 1952). An interesting example of this process is provided in a

9. AGGRESSION AND INEQUITY 325

were given an opportunity to retaliate against this saine person. A sec-
ond group of subjects were given an opportunity to attack another indi-
vidual. When subjects were given a [inal opportunity to aggress, it was
found that thosc subjects who had an opportunity to attack the confed-
erate the first time, did in fact show a reduction in aggressive behavior
compared to those subjects who were not given any such cathartic ex-
perience. In addition, those who were given an opportunity to attack
another individual also showed a veduction in subscquent aggressive
behavior.

Although these types of resulis would not seem 1o lie well with equity
theory, one could look at the situation quite dif Terently. For instance, the
subject has incurred the cost of being shocked (angered) while another
individual in the experiment has not (the displaced targen). Itis possible
that the subject could restore equity to the entire situation by acting
aggressively toward this “other” individual (see Tedeschi & Lindskold,
1976).

B. Why Do People Aggress?

Rescarchers have found that they can stimulate aggression wa a va-
riety of techniques. And, some ol the things that scem to facilitate or
inhibit aggression have nothing to do with “fairness.”

They have catalogued a potpourti of factors—none of which has any-
thing to do with lairness—that (a) determine whether or not people arc
ready for aggression in the first place; which (b) intensify or moderaie
their emotional response; and which (¢) determine whether or not they will
express their aggression overtly,

I. FRUSTRATION: A FACTOR THA'T DETERMINES
WHETHER OR NOT PEOPLE ARE PREDISPOSED TO
AGGRESS

Currently, theorists ave engaged in a heated debate as to whether or
not Mrustration, in and of itsell, breeds aggression. Traditional theorists
{e.g., Miller et al.,, 1941) assumed that frustration was a necessary and
sufficient cause of aggression. Recently, however, rescarchers have
begun to argue that, generally, simple frustration is not ecnough to stimu-
late aggression (see Gentry, 1970; Kuhn, Madsen, & Becker, 1967; Rule
& Hewitt, 19715 Taylor & Pisano, 1971). Buss (1966) concludes, "It is
clear that ... pure frustration is a refatively unimportant antecedent of
physical aggression [p. 161].” Baron (1977) argues that only high levels of
- . " ! - 5 . A .
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In the same view, Baron (1977) has argued that the prescuce or ab-
sence of cues associated with responses that are incompatible with
aggression—empathy, laughter, or lust—may inhibit aggression. There is
some evidence that Baron may be correct: When people find themselves
in pleasant scutings—where they are surrounded by good-nawrced
humor,. pleasant sexual arousal—they find it very hard to get angry,
mnuch less to express their anger (see Baron, 1976; Baron & Bell, 1974;
Baron & Byrne, 1977; Landy & Mettee, 1969; Leak, 1974; Mueller &
Donnerstein, 1977; Zillmann & Sapolsky, 1977).

e. Drugs: Alcohol and Marijuana.  From the existing evidence, it ap-
pears that alochol tends to release aggression; marijuana tends to inhibit
it (Tavlor & Gammon, 1975; Taylor, Vardaris, Rawitch, Gammuon,
Cranston, & Lubetkin, 1976).

S+ Conclusion. There are a variety of factors having nothing to do
with fairness that can influence people 1o behave aggressively or nonag-
gressively.

By now, then, we have come full cirdle. We see that Arvistotle was
right: Idcally, we would always be angry with the right person, o the
right degree, at the right time, for the right purpose, and in the right
way—but that is not within everyone's power and is not easy. As we have
scen in Section 111, we sometimes get angry, not at the people who most
deserve our anger, but at people we hate, people too weak, too
downtrodden to fight back. We are sometimes at such a good place in
our lives, so amused, sexually aroused, high that we do not fight back
when we should. We sometimes are in such pain, so angry, that we
respond when we should not, and out of all proportion.

V. A CONCLUDING NOTE

In looking over the preceding chapter, a consistent pattern seems Lo
emerge. This pattern can be summarized in two observations.

First, at every point in the aggressive scquence, the auributions
people make in explaining what is happening to them, why they are
responding as they are, and so on, seem to be eritically iportint.

Somctimes people know perfectly well what is happening to them and
why (a fellow student attacks them, becanse he does not like Presbyte-
rians, ctc.). Then itis easy to decide what is faiv and what is not. But
often, in experiments, it is hard for pcople to know what has hit them.
Who would ever even consider the possibility that perhaps they assaulted
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could admit that they hurt another, because they were afraid to attack
the real source of their frustration and were displacing their aggression?
In such cases, the attributions people make, *I am bad,” “He is irritat-
ing,” may be critically important.

Sccond, people scem to behave most in accord with Aristotle’s
idcal—and most equitably—when they are calm, cool, and collected.
When people are intenscly angry, or intensely aroused, considerations of
cquity secin to go by the wayside. There is evidence in support of this
contention: Several authors have found that anything that makes people
sell-conscious about: their behavior, increases the chance that they will
behave fairly. For example, researchers have found that anything that
increases people’s "objective self-awareness,” looking in a mirror, and so
on, causes them to behave move in accord with their values and stan-
darvds (Carver, 1974, 1975; Scheter, Fenigstein, & Buss, 1974; Wicklund,
1975). For example, under conditions of objective sclf-awarcness. tra-
ditional men are less likely 1o aggress against women than under other
conditions (Carver, 1974; Scheier el al., 1974); those who disapprove of
physical punishment are especially likely o act in accord with their be-
licls (Carver, 1975).

Berscheid et al. (1969) found that, when people had time to think,
they were more likely 1o treat others fairly than when their decisions had
o be hurried. Converscly, when people are angry, considerations of
logic go out the window (Baron, 1973). Of course, as Ovid observed:
"Like fragile ice, anger in time passes away (Ut fragilis glacies, interit ira
mora) [Ovid, Ars Amatoria, Bk, 1, 1. 374]." And when people cool down,
they may well realize that they have behaved badly and feel the need 1o
“sct things right.” At this cooling down point, considerations of justice
may well sweep back into a position of prowminence.
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