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System Justification Theory as
Compliment, Complement, and
Corrective to Theories of Social

Identification and Social Dominance

JOHN T. JOST

The status quo sits on society like fat on cold chicken soup and it’s quite con-
tent to be what it is. Unless someone comes along to stir things ap there just
won't be change.

—Abbie Hoffman (1989, p. 395)

[Everyone] in his own way is both a victim and a supporter of the system. What
we understand by the system is not, therefore, a social order imposed by one
group upon another, but rather something which permeates an entire society
and is a factor in shaping it.

—Vaclav Havel (1991, p. 144)

The task of legitimating the established order does not fall exclusively to the
mechanisms traditionally regarded as belonging to the order of ideclogy, such
as law. ... The most successful ideological effects are those which have no
need of words, and ask no more than complicitous silence.

—Pierre Bourdieu (1977/1986, p. 188)

ystem justification theory—as initially proposed by Jost and Banaji (1994)
and recently updated, revised, and revisited by Jost, Banaji, and Nosek’
B (2004); Jost and Hunyady (2002, 2005); and Kay et al. (2007)—has two
major goals. The first is to understand how and why people provide cognitive and
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ideological support for the societal status quo, even when their support appears to
conflict with personal and group interests (e.g., Haines & Jost, 2000; Jost, 1997,
2001; Jost & Kay, 2005; Jost, Pelham, & Carvallo, 2002; Kay, Jimenez, & Jost,
2002; Kay & Jost, 2003; Kay, Jost, & Young, 2005). Thomas Frank (2004) declared
this “the preeminent question of our times” (p. 1) in his provocative best seller
What’s the Matter With Kansas?

Specifically, Frank sought to dissect “a working-class movement that has done
incalculable, historic harm to working-class people;” that is, to explain why citizens
in the poorest regions of the United States have been the most enthusiastic support-
ers of “conservative” right-wing political candidates and policies that have “smashed
the welfare state, reduced the tax burden on corporations and the wealthy, and
generally facilitated the country’s return to a nineteenth-century pattern of wealth
distribution™ (p. 6). Political scientists such as Bartels (2006) and Gelman (2008)
have disputed many specifics of Frank’s historical account, but the central phe-
nomenon—hich provides considerable grist for the mill of a system justification
theorist—remains puzzling and real: Why do members of the working class so often
embrace conservative ideas that serve to perpetuate their state of disadvantage?

The second goal of system justification theory is to analyze the social and psy-
chological consequences of supporting and defending what Bourdieu (1977/1986)
referred to as “the established order.” That is; what are the psychological benefits of
buying into the notion that existing social, economic, and political arrangements are
good, fair, legitimate, and desirable (Jost & Hunyady, 2002; Napier & Jost, 2008h)?
Is it easier or more emotionally satisfying to accept the way things are than to try—
most likely in vain—to change the system (Jost, Wakslak, & Tyler, 2008; Wakslak,
Jost, Tyler, & Chen, 2007)? And what are the costs of embracing the societal status
quo, especially for members of disadvantaged groups—that is, for society’s “losers”
(Jost & Burgess, 2000; Jost & Thompson, 2000; O’Brien & Major, 2005)?!

This chapter is not intended as a comprehensive review of empirical progress
on system justification theory (for reviews, see Blasi & Jost, 2006; Jost, Banaji, &
Nosek, 2004; Jost & Hunyady, 2002, 2005; Kay et al., 2007). Rather the goal here
is to distinguish it from two other theoretical perspectives, namely social iden-
tity theory and social dominance theory (see also Jost & Humyady, 2002; Rubin
& Hewstone, 2004; Sidanius, Pratto, van Laar, & Levin, 2004). Whereas social
identity theory emphasizes processes of group categorization and social compari-
son that lead people to develop distinctive and more or less satisfying conceptions
of themselves and the groups to which they belong (Tajfel, 1978, 1981, Tajfel &
Turner, 1979/1986), social dominance theory emphasizes the dynamics of power
struggles between members of dominant and subordinate groups—that is, hege-
monic conflicts that are assumed to be as old as the human species itself (Sidanius
& Pratto, 1993, 1999). System justiﬁcation theory, we suggest, is a compliment,
a complement, and in some ways also a corrective to its two renowned influen-
tial predecessors. Clarifying the conceptual relations between the three theories
seems worthwhile, especially given the apparent difficulty that some commenta-
tors have in telling social dominance and system justification theories apart (e.g.,
Désert & Leyens, 2006; Reicher, 2004; Turner, 2006).

u

SYSTEM JUSTIFICATION THEORY

System justification theory is a compliment to social identity theory and social
dominance theory because it has so obviously been inspired and influenced by
them. The theoretical richness, interdisciplinary scholarship, and practical rele-
vance of social identity and social dominance theories, we think, raised the stan-
dards for the field of social psychology, and we have sought to follow their illustrious
examples (see also Jost & Major, 2001). A system justification perspective is a good
complement to theories of social identification and social dominance because it
devotes further (and novel) theoretical and empirical attention to some of their
key concepts, including social status, power, perceived legitimacy, system stability,
hierarchy enhancement, legitimizing myths, ideological consensus, and the pres-
ence or absence of cognitive alternatives to the status quo (e.g., see Sidanius &
Pratto, 1999; Tajfel, 1981).

Finally, and most ambitiously, we argue here that system justification
theory provides a useful corrective to theories of social identification and
social dominance by conceptualizing the social order not merely as something
that is imposed by one group on another but rather as a collaborative pro-
cess by which existing structures of inequality are accommodated, justified,
and rationalized by nearly everyone in society, including those who are most
disadvantaged by the status quo. This collaboration is part of the reason why
it is so difficult to accomplish social change (e.g., Jost, 1995; Jost, Banaji, &
Nosek, 2004; Jost, Glaser, Kruglanski, & Sulloway, 2003; Wakslak et al., 2007),
as such diverse commentators as Abbie Hoffman (1989), Vaclay Havel (1991),
and Pierre Bourdieu (1977/1986) have noted. By attending to the legitima-
tion needs of the social system itself, system justification theory strives to go
beyond purely individual and group levels of analysis, which are the only levels
addressed comprehensively by social identity theorists (see also Stangor & Jost,
1997). Although social dominance theorists embrace societal, institutional, and
organizational levels of analysis, we question some of the evolutionary assump-
tions concerning the inevitability of inequality that underpin this theory.

In what follows, I begin by tracing the theoretical and empirical origins of the
system justiﬁcation perspective, paying appropriate tribute to theorists of social
identification and social dominance, among others (see also Jost & van der Toorn,
2011). In laying out what is distinctive about a system justification approach, we
argue that these other theories underestimate the strength of system justification
motives and, relatedly, the power of false consciousness to lead people to endorse
system-serving beliefs that are contrary to their own social and political interests
(see Jost, 1995; Jost & Banaji, 1994; Jost & Jost, 2007). In our view, theorists who
dismiss the notion of false consciousness in favor of a more self-interested concep-
tion of human behavior underestimate the degree to which inequality in society is
internalized by individuals and therefore consistently overestimate the likelihood
of rebellion (e.g., Gurr, 1970; Jackman, 1994; Scott, 1990; Simon & Klandermans,
2001; Turner, 2006).

In the remainder of this chapter, I summarize evidence that members of dis-
advantaged groups are sometimes even more likely than members of advantaged
groups to support the social order and its authorities; this evidence is consistent
with a strong form of the system justification hypothesis that emphasizes processes
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of rationalization and the reduction of ideological dissonance on behalf of the
system, but it is inconsistent with theories of social identification and social domi-
nance. I then discuss several general areas of agreement and disagreement between
a system justification perspective and each of the other two theories, before closing
with a few concluding remarks.

ORIGINS OF THE SYSTEM JUSTIFICATION PERSPECTIVE

System justification theory originated in an explicit attempt to integrate and
expand upon three existing bodies of substantive theoretic:al and empirical \Y()rk:
social identity theory, social justice research, and Marxist-feminist theories of ide-
ology (see Jost & Hunyady, 2002; Jost & van der Toorn, 2011). In addition, we
drew on Festinger’s (1957) cognitive dissonance theoryﬁespecially concepts of
justification and rationalization—and McGuire's (1983, 1989, 1997) perspectivist
iohiloscphy of social science, which assumes that “all knowledge—including scien-
tific knowledge—is contextualized or situated, that is, it is knowledge from some
perspective, [and] the task of the researcher is to creatively generate and ‘criticaﬂy
assess multiple hypotheses, each of which presumably has some domain of truthful
application” (Jost, Banaji, & Prentice, 2004, p. 3). Thus, T do not argue that system‘
justification theory is right and the other theories are wrong, Rath‘er, the goal of
the perspectivist is to create epistemic value by appreciating and (if possible) inte-
grating distinctive, even seemingly opposing, theoretical insights (Jost & Hardin,
in press). In this way, system justification theory is self-consciously pluralistic, even
promiscuous, in its approach to theorizing about social and political behavior, as is

social dominance theory, which draws explicitly on diverse intellectual traditions

associated with Machiavelli, Marx, Mosca, Pareto, Gramsci, and evolutionary biol-
ogy, to name just some of its influences (see Sidanius, Levin, Federico, & Pratto,
2001; Sidanius & Pratto, 1999).

The first major substantive influence on the development of system justifica-
tion theory was that of social identity theory, especially the writings of Tajfel (1978,
1981, 1982) and his many students, collaborators, and admirers (Brown, 1988;
Ellemers, Wilke, & van Knippenberg, 1993; Hewstone, 1989; Hinkle & Brown,
1990; Hogg & Abrams, 1988; Reicher, 1984; Spears, Doosje, & Ellemers, 1997,
Tajfel & Turner, 1979/1986; Turner & Brown, 1978; Turner & Giles, 1981). Tajfel
is an especially important model, not only because of his interdisciplinary breadth
and command of sociology and political science, but also because he directly linked
intergroup relations to societal issues of ideology, social justice, myth, and justifica-
tion (Tajfel, 1981, 1982, 1984; see also Jost & Major, 2001). By demonstrating that
it is possible to conduct controlled, experimental studies on issues of intergroup
conflict, competition, and cooperation and to create microcosms of society in the
laboratory, Tajfel inspired legions of followers (see Robinson, 1996), including sys-
tem justification theorists.

A shared commitment to the use of experimental methods, then, in seeking
to understand sociostructural effects on human behavior is the first point of con-
vergence between social identification and system justification perspectives (see
Toste 2001 2004: Kay et al.. 2007). That the minimal group paradigm had been

SYSTEM JUSTIFICATION THEORY

used for well over 20 years largely as a way of demonstrating the ubiquity and
apparent universality of ethnocentrism and ingroup bias provided a good context
in which to apply the perspectivist strategy of standing hypotheses—even widely
accepted, seemingly incontrovertible hypotheses—on their head and reconciling
them with opposing insights, contrary suppositions, and alternative theories (see
Banaji, 2004; Jost, 2004; Jost & Hardin, in press; McGuire, 1989).

A second major influence came from social justice research, and lessons from
this topic area seemed to contradict social identity theory and its emphasis on
group-serving biases in attribution and social perception (Hewstone, 1989; Hogg
& Abrams, 1988). Specifically, work on the “tolerance of injustice” (e.g., Crosby,
1984; Jennings, 1991; Martin, 1986; Tyler & McGraw, 1986) challenged the notion
that individuals and groups consistently defend their interests and identities. I am
referring here to the oft-noted tendency for victims of deprivation and disadvantage
to refrain from seeing their situations as unfair and illegitimate (Jost, 1995; Jost &
Hunyady, 2002; Jost & Kay, 2010). A system justification perspective leads one to
inquire how and why people are motivated to maintain the “belief in a just world”
(Lerner, 1980; see also Jost, Fitzsimons, & Kay, 2004; Kay & Jost, 2003; Kay et al.,
2005), especially when it directly conflicts with motives for self-enhancement and
group enhancement and the tendency to make ingroup-favoring attributions for
failure and disadvantage.

The third influential source, the details of which had been largely set aside by
social and even political psychologists but which helped to reconcile inconsistencies
between the first two, was the Marxist-feminist analysis of ideology, which aims to
understand “the ways in which people may come to invest in their own unhappiness”
(Eaglcton, 1991, p. xiii; see also Elster, 1982; Gramsci, 1971; Jost, 1995; Jost & van
der Toorn, 2011; Lukécs, 1971; MacKinnon, 1989). Although phenomena such as out-
group favoritism, internalization of inferiority, and the tolerance of injustice may be
baffling to social scientists and others who assume that attitudes and behaviors are
driven largely by self-interest, group interest, or needs for personal or collective self-
esteem, there is a long tradition of Marxian social theory on the phenomenon of false
consciousness, defined as the holding of “false beliefs that sustain one’s own oppres-
sion” (Cunningham, 1987, p. 255; see also Jost, 1995; Jost & Jost, 2007, MacKinnon,
1989; Runciman, 1969). This work emphasizes the cognitive dimensions of oppression
and system preservation, building on Marx and Engels’s (1846/1970) observation, “The
class which has the means of material production at its disposal, has control at the same
time over the means of mental production [italics added]” (p. 64). The Marxian insight
about the nature and function of ideology as an instrument of system justification
transformed the methods and goals of social science in the 19th and 20th centuries
(e.g., Fromm, 1962; MacKinnon, 1989), and it is present even in critiques of communist
systems, such as that of Havel (1991), quoted above.

System justification theory, then, seeks to integrate social identity theory (espe-
cially its concern with whether social systems or hierarchies are perceived as legiti-
mate and/or stable), social justice research (especially the phenomena of tolerance
of injustice and belief in a just world), and Marxian—feminist theories of ideology
and false consciousness (especially the notion that ideas are used to justify and
rationalize social inequality). System justification theory posits that people both
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consciously and unconsciously use attitudes, beliefs, and stereotypes to (1¢fend,
bolster, and legitimize social systems that affect them (Jost, Banaji, & Nosek,
9004). These social systems can range in size and scope from relationship dyads
and family systems to work organizations, governments, institutions, and society as
a whole. Blasi and Jost (2006, p. 1124) noted,

The property of “systematicity” implies that there exists some sustained dif-
ferentiation or hierarchical clustering of relations among individuals or groups
within the social order. [System justification theory] suggests that people are
motivated to accept and perpetuate features of existing social arrangements,
even if those features were arrived at accidentally, arbitrarily, or unjustly.

Thus, one of the key theoretical asswumptions of a system justification perspective
is that people tend to use ideas about groups and individuals to justify the way
things are, so that existing social arrangements are pex’ceived as legitimate, desir-
able, and fair, perhaps even natural and inevitable. Consistent with this view, there
seems to be a relatively general (but not necessarily universal) bias in favor of the
status quo (see also O'Brien & Crandall, 2005). To take one particularly nefari-
ous but instructive example, describing torture as a long-standing practice of the
U.S. military—that is, an established part of the societal status quo—~signiﬁcantly
increases citizens” support for the use of torture (Crandall, Eidelman, Skitka, &
Morgan, 2009). Cognition, from a system justification perspective, is deployed in
the service of the social system (Jost, 2001), and it may bring both costs and ben-
efits to the individuals and groups who cognize on behalf of the system (Jost &
Hunyady, 2002; Jost, Pelham, Sheldon, & Sullivan, 2003). .

THE PROBLEM OF OUTGROUP FAVORITISM

The earliest statement of system justification theory sought to account for the con-
sensuality of social stereotypes across group boundaries and the occurrence of out-
group favoritism—that is, the tendency for members of disadvantaged groups to
hold more favorable attitudes toward members of other, more advantaged groups
than they hold about themselves and their own fellow group members (Jost &
Banaji, 1994). This phenomenon has been central to the study of social psychol-
ogy at least since Lewin (1941/1948) wrote about “Jewish self-hatred” and Clark
and Clark (1947) observed that African American children frequently described
Black dolls as less attractive and less desirable than White dolls. According to sys-
tem justification theory, members of both advantaged and disadvantaged groups
engage in thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that reinforce and legitimate existing
social systems, and outgroup favoritism is one such example of the legitimation of
inequality between groups.

We define outgroup favoritism in cognitive, affective, and behavioral terms (see
also Jost, 2001; Jost & Banaji, 1994; Jost, Banaji, & Nosek, 2004; Jost et al., 2002). It
refers to the tendency to express an evaluative preference for members of a group
to which one does not belong. The argument we are making is not that people are
Ty el heoance Phev are exotic or different from

SYSTEM JUSTIFICATION THEORY

one’s own group. Rather, we regzu‘d outgroup favoritism as but one manifestation
of the motive to justify the system, insofar as it reflects an acceptance (conscious or
unconscious) rather than a rejection of the existing social hierarchy.

Many real-world groups exhibit outgroup favoritism on both implicit and
explicit measures and on a wide range of evaluative dimensions (e.g., Ashburn-
Nardo, Knowles, & Monteith, 2003; Jost et al., 2002; Lane, Mitchell, & Banaji,
2005; Nosek, Banaji, & Greenwald, 2002; Overbeck, Jost, Mosso, & Flizik, 2004;
Rudman, Feinberg, & Fairchild, 2002; UhImann, Dasgupta, Elgueta, Greenwald,
& Swanson, 2002; Yoshimura & Hardin, 2009). Jost, Banaji, and Nosek (2004) found
that as many as 40% to 50% of African Americans harbor implicit biases in favor
of European Americans (and against African Americans), and a similar proportion
of gay and lesbian respondents harbor implicit biases in favor of heterosexuals (and
against homosexuals). They also found that rates of outgroup favoritism on the part
of African Americans and gays and lesbians increased as participants became more
politically conservative, suggesting that outgroup favoritism is indeed a partly ideo-
logical process, as suggested by system justification theory.

The seriousness of the problem of internalized inferiority among members of
disadvantaged groups was well appreciated by earlier generations of social psy-
chologists, such as Dollard (1937), Bettelheim (1943), Lewin (1941/1948), Clark
and Clark (1947), Allport (1954), and Elkins (1967), but it is frequently minimized
or overlooked by social identity theorists and others who stress self-enhancement,
social identification, and ingroup favoritism to the point of excluding other pro-
cesses, including rationalization of the status quo and internalization of inequality
(e.g., Leyens & Demoulin, 2009, pp. 203-204). In comparing social identity and
system justiﬁcation theories, Spears, Jetten, and Doosje (2001) noted, “An impor-
tant contribution of system justification theory is that it has clearly put the phe-
nomenon of outgroup bias back on the agenda, in a way that has certainly been
lacking from the main thrust of empirical work within the social identity tradition”
(p. 354).

Sidanius (1993), too, critiqued social identity theory for failing to account
adequately for the phenomenon of outgroup favoritism among members of dis-
advantaged groups, as did Hinkle and Brown (1990). Social dominance and sys-
tem justification theorists, therefore, are in general agreement that social identity
theory’s primary social psychological mechanisms of category accentuation, self-
categ()rization, social comparison, self-esteern maintenance, and status Competi~
tion are insufficient to account for the ideological basis of outgroup favoritism (see
also Sidanius, 1993; Sidanius & Pratto, 1999), although the issues are complicated
and sometimes controversial, as we will see below.

DISTINCTIVENESS OF THE SYSTEM
JUSTIFICATION PERSPECTIVE
The point of system justification theory is not simply to assert that outgroup tavorit-
ism and the tolerance of injustice exist. Nevertheless, we did call attention to the
fact that prevailing theories—which tended to stress self-interested motives and
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drives to maintain or enhance individual and collective self-esteem—were not well
suited to handle these cases, and this was an important first step in staking out the
goals for a theory of system justification (Jost, 1995; Jost & Banaji, 1994). Since
1994, we have sought to make a more constructive contribution by empirically
investigating the ways in which people suffer from and attempt to cope with and
resolve three potentially contradictory needs or motives (see also Jost & Burgess,
2000; Jost, Burgess, & Mosso, 2001; Jost & Hunyady, 2002; Jost & Kay, 2005; Jost
& Thompson, 2000; Kay & Jost, 2003).

The first of these we refer to as “ego justification,” and it captures the need to
develop and maintain a favorable self-image and to feel valid, justified, and legiti-
mate as an individual actor. The second is referred to as “group justification,” and
this is the primary focus of social identity theory: the desire to develop and main-
tain favorable images of one’s own group and to defend and justify the actions
of fellow ingroup members. The third is “system justification,” and it captures
epistemic, existential, and relational needs to perceive the status quo as fair, legiti-
mate, and justifiable; we focus most of our research efforts on this motive, because
it has received so much less attention than the others.

Although Tajfel’s erudite writings probably did touch on all three of these func-
tions or levels, social identity theory has contributed far more to our understanding
of the first two motives than the third (see also Jost, 2001, 2004; Jost & Banaji,
1994). Social dominance theory, as we will see, addresses the second and third
motives, but in such a way that they are frequently conflated with one another
(Jost, Banaji, & Nosek, 2004; Jost & Thompson, 2000). Only system justification
theory unambiguously addresses the possibilities that (a) there is a motive to justify
the existing social order and (b) this motive is sometimes, paradoxically, strongest
among those who are most disadvantaged by the social order (see also Henry &
Saul, 2006; Jost, Pelham, et al., 2003).

System justification theory is in a unique position to capture the shared, col-
laborative nature of psychological adherence to (vs. rejection of) the status quo
(see also Jost, Ledgerwood, & Hardin, 2008). A major difference between a system
justification perspective and theories of social identification and social dominance
is alluded to in this opening quotation by Vaclav Havel (1991), in which he argued,

“The system is not ... a social order imposed by one group upon another” (p. 144).
The complete passage from Havel is as follows:

Position in the power hierarchy determines the degree of responsibility and
guilt, but it gives no one unlimited responsibility and guilt, nor does it com-
pletely absolve anyone. Thus the conflict between the aims of life and the
aims of the system is not a conflict between two socially defined and separate
communities; and only a very generalized view (and even that only approxima-
tive) permits us to divide society into the rulers and the ruled. ... In the post-
totalitarian system [the line of conflict] runs de facto thr ough Cd(,Il person, for
everyone in his own way is both a victim and a supporter of the system. What
we understand by the system is not, therefore, a social order imposed by one
group upon another, but rather something which permeates an entire society
+ and is a factor in shaping it. (Havel, 1991, p. 144)

SYSTEM JUSTIFICATION THEORY

Of the three theories, system justification theory most clearly conceptualizes
the social order in terms of a collaborative process that turns virtually everyone
into a victim and supporter of the system. Theories of social identification and
social dominance fail to acknowledge the existence and strength of the system
justification motive, they reject the theoretical utility of the concept of false con-
sciousness, and they tend to view the social order as something that is imposed
by one group on another. These three limitations, it turns out, are related to one
another, and they prevent these theories from accounting adequately for counter-
intuitive findings such as those summarized below concerning the effects of social
status on support for the system and its authorities.

Limitations of Theories of Social Identification
and Social Dominance

Both social identity and social dominance perspectives are limited because they
represent the social order as something that is imposed by one group on other
groups. Although we agree that it is true to some (perhaps major) extent that
inequality is foisted on others by members of dominant groups, the converse is also
true: Social inequality is accepted, justified, and perpetuated even by members
of subordinated groups. To the extent that social identity theory locates all social
behavior on a continuum ranging from “interpersonal” to “intergroup” behavior
(Tajfel, 1981; Tajfel & Turner, 1979/1986), it lacks a solid explanation for the fact
that people often support unequal social systems even when an alternative system
would serve their own personal and group interests better (e.g,, Frank, 2004). In
part, this is because people find it difficult to imagine “cognitive alternatives,” as
Tajfel and Turner (1979/1986) proposed (but did not adequately explain), and in
part because people tend to rationalize what they see as inevitable, even if it was
initially defined as unattractive (e.g., Gilbert, Pinel, Wilson, Blumberg, & Wheatley,
1998; Kay et al., 2002). Only system justification theory explains why people would
actively derogate alternatives to the status quo.

Social dominance theorists are better equipped than social identity theorists
to handle issues of ideological consensus (Sidanius, Levin, & Pratto, 1996), mainly
because they assume that people are hardwired to display submission as well as
dominance (Sidanius & Pratto, 1993). Nevertheless, the bulk of their empirical
efforts are devoted to demonstrating that members of advantaged groups hold
attitudes that are more supportive of authority figures, legal institutions, and the
social order than are members of disadvantaged groups, wlnch is consistent with
self-interest and needs for dominance (e.g., Pratto, Sidanius, Stallworth, & Malle,
1994; Sidanius, 1993; Sidanius & Pratto, 1993, 1999; Sidanius, Pratto, & Bobo,
1996). “Hierarchy enhancing” attitudes, they suggest, are more prevalent among
members of high-status and powerful groups, because such attitudes satisfy their
needs for social dominance. Thus, social dominance theory conceives of hierarchy
as something that is imposed by dominant groups on subordinate groups.
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The Strong Form of the System Justification Hypothesis

System justiﬁcation theory recognizes that.' conflicts between ego, group, and
system justification do exist for members of disadvantaged groups more than for
members of advantaged groups (e.g., Jost et al., 2001), and this means that when‘
motives for ego justification or group justification are highly salient, members of
disadvantaged groups probably will not engage in system justification as strongly
as will members of advantaged groups. Nevertheless, an emphasis on the system-
serving (rather than self-serving or group-serving) functions of attitudes, beliefs,
and ideologies means that preservation of the societal status quo is more of a col-
laborative process in which, as Havel said, “everyone ... is both a ViCti:H and a
supporter of the system.” Or, in the language of Bourdieu (1977{ 1986), the‘ task
of reproducing the relations of domination is taken over by objective ITIGChz‘lplSmS,
which serve the interests of the dominant group without any conscious effort on
the latter’s part” (p. 189). ‘

This issue is at the heart of the controversy concerning the concept of false
consciousness, which system justification theorists see as a key to understanding
the social psychological effects of oppression (e.g., Blasi & Jost, 2006; ]ost, 1995;
jost & Banaji, 1994; Jost & Jost, 2007). Social identity theorists (e.g., Haslam,
Turner, Oakes, Reynolds, & Doosje, 2002; Spears et al., 2001; Yzerbyt, Rocher,
& Schadron, 1997, p. 50) and  social dominance theorists (Sidanius & Pratto,
1999, pp. 103-104; Sidanius et al., 2001, pp. 310-311), by contrast, seek to reject
and distance themselves from the concept of false consciousness. By retaining the
insightful Marxian—feminist notion that people suffer as a result of illusions that
sustain their ideological and psychological attachments to the status quo, system
justification theorists are in a better position to understand counterintuitive find-
ings in social and political psychology (see also Jost, 1995; Jost, Banaji, & Nosek,
2004; Jost, Fitzsimons, et al., 2004; Jost & Hunyady, 2005).

For example, a system justification perspective helps to understand why people
who are economically disadvantaged generally oppose income redistribution (e.g,
Frank, 2004; Jost, Blount, Pfeffer, & Hunyady, 2003 Kluegel & Smith, 1986; Lane,
1959/2004), why women accept and internalize certain forms of gender inequality (e.g. ,
Jackman, 1994; Jost & Kay, 2005; Major, 1994), and why at least some members of
racial and ethnic minorities reject egalitarian alternatives to the status quo (e.g., Gilens,
1999; Jost & Thompson, 2000). Other theories are well poised to explain self-interested
(or group-interested) behavior, but they are ill equipped to deal with these cQunter—
intuitive phenomena, largely because they assume that fzocial attitudes and behav-
iors follow from group identification, party membership, ethnocentrism, dominance
needs, and other individual or collective forms of symbolic or material self-interest.
For instance, Leyens and Demoulin (2009) write that, “Everybody is accustomed to,
right wing (conservative) political parties that are supported by the wealthiest people’
(p. 202), but they ignore working class conservatism altogether (but see Frank, 2004,
Napier & Jost, 2008a).

The strongest form of the system justification hypothesis, which draws also on
the logic of cognitive dissonance theory, is that members of disadvantaged groups
o 1T T o am e Tlolr than memhbers of advantased oroups to support the
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status quo (see Jost, Pelham, et al., 2003). This is a paradoxical effect of the system
justification motive. Cognitive dissonance researchers are well-known for having
demonstrated that people who are most socially and physically deprived develop
the strongest needs to justify their own suffering, in order to reduce dissonance
(e.g., Aronson & Mills, 1959; Wicklund & Brehm, 1976). Analogously, if indeed
there is indeed a motivation to justify the system in order to reduce ideological dis-
sonance and defend against threats to the system’s legitimacy, it follows that those
who suffer the most from the system would also have the most to explain, justify,
and rationalize. As Elster (1982) noted, “The interest of the upper class is better
served by the lower classes spontaneously inventing an ideology justifying their
inferior status” (p. 142). Bourdieu’s (1977/1986) take is even more explicit:

Once a system of mechanisms has been constituted capable of objectively
ensuring the reproduction of the established order of its own motion ... the
dominant class have only to let the system they dominate take its own course
italics added] in order to exercise their domination (p. 190)

From a social psychological perspective, it is important to point out that cognitive
dissonance theory alone would not predict that members of disadvantaged groups
would resolve dissonance in a manner that consistently reinforces rather than chal-
lenges their state of disadvantage (see also Blasi & Jost, 2006; Jost, Fitzsimons, et
al., 2004; Jost & Hunyady, 2002). This is yet another reason why we need a theory
of system justification.

Jost, Pelham, et al. (2003) explored the possibility of enhanced system justifica-
tion on the part of the disadvantaged in five national survey studies. In the first,
they found that low-income respondents and African Americans were significantly
more likely than high-income respondents and European Americans to support
limitations on the rights of citizens and media representatives to criticize the gov-
ernment. In a second study, low-income Latinos were more likely to trust in gov-
ernment officials and to believe that “the government is run for the benefit of all”
than were high-income Latinos, even after adjusting for educational differences
and excluding politically conservative Cuban respondents.

A third study addressed meritocratic ideology and found that low-income
respondents were more likely than high-income respondents to believe that large
differences in pay are necessary to “get people to work hard” and “as an incentive
for individual effort.” Once again, these effects retained significance after adjust-
ing for education. In the fourth study, African Americans living in the South (com-
pared to African Americans living in the North) possessed lower income levels but
professed a stronger belief that the system’ is meritocratic. In a fifth study, Jost,
Pelham, et al. (2003) found that low-income respondents and African Americans
were more likely than high-income respondents and European Americans to
believe that economic inequality is both legitimate and necessary. The endorse-
ment of meritocratic ideology was associated with greater economic satistaction
for all respondents, whether rich or poor, consistent with the palliative function of
system-justifying ideology proposed by Jost and Hunyady (2002; see also Napier
& Jost, 2008b).
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