The influence of prior record on moral fudgment: Inferring mental states to
justify blame
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Theory of Mind, a high-level mechanism of Social Cognition, is the ability to represent the
contents of other people’s mental states – such as beliefs, expectations and thoughts – and
therefore to reason about other minds (Saxe & Powell, 2006; Leslie 1987). This mechanism
has a profound impact on our social lives. Based on our experiences with other people and
our resulting beliefs about their minds or characters, we form predictions about their future
behavior and attempt to explain their intentions (Gallagher & Frith, 2003). The assumed
neural basis for this cognitive mechanism (Leslie, 1987) includes, selectively, the right
temporo-parietal junction and more generally, the precuneus, the left temporo-parietal
junction and the medial prefrontal cortex (Saxe & Wexler; 2005, Saxe & Powell, 2003).
The proposed experiment aims to manipulate participant’s beliefs about other people
through direct social experience. Prior studies experiments provided direct evidence about
the belief of a character either by stating the belief in words or by describing a behavior
(Saxe & Kanwisher, 2003; Saxe & Wexler, 2005; Gallagher et al., 2000; Gallagher & Frith,
2003; Saxe & Powell, 2003; Wimmer & Perner, 1983). In these cases participants were
merely observers and were not personally involved. However, real life does not always
provide the obvious intentions behind a behavior. Instead, people often have to
spontaneously infer other people’s beliefs; and these spontaneous inferences may be biased
by their prior interactions with others.

The whole experiment will consist of two basic parts: a behavioral economic game and a
MRI scanner session.
In the first part, participants will play a repeated sequential economic investment game
(Singer et al., 2004; Singer et al., 2006; Berg et al., 1995; Haselhuhn et al., 2005; Rabin,
1993) against ten ‘competitors’. In actuality, participants will play against a computer
program rather than real competitors. Half of the competitors will act fairly and the other
half will act unfairly. Based on these interactions with the competitors, participants are
expected to form an impression of the competitors' characters. After the economic game
participants will read short stories in the MRI-scanner in which the competitor’s action
either lead to good/neutral or bad outcomes. In an additional task, participants will be asked
to judge - depending on the outcome - how blameworthy or praiseworthy they consider the
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actions of each competitor’s short stories. Therefore, a modulation of the participants’
inclination to exonerate each competitor for the bad consequences of their actions is
expected. These inferences should be reflected in brain regions specifically involved in
Theory of Mind: the right- and left-temporo parietal junction, the precuneus and the medial
prefrontal cortex (Saxe & Wexler, 2005; Saxe & Powell, 2003).
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