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Are “strict fathers” harsher on those in need?: How priming

nation-as-family metaphors affects judgement on social justice

Oona Cha

Chung-Ang University

Lakoff’s (2002) ‘nation-as-family’ metaphor suggests that conservatism and liberalism in the United States
are based respectively on two different sets of morality, ie., “strict father” morality and “nurturant
parents” morality. He argues that values associated with respective metaphors and political principles
derived from them tend to determine certain political attitudes and policy endorsement. Using the
priming technique, this study attempted to examine whether “strict father” and “nurturant parents”
morality are indeed what underlie very different positions conservatives and liberals take towards people in
need. The results supported the Lakoff’s idea and demonstrated that, compared to priming “nurturant
parents” morality, priming “strict father” morality actually led people to derogate character of those in
need and to attribute more responsibility onto them for their economic predicament. This research leads
us to reconsider what constitutes politically conservative and liberal attitudes and emphasizes the

malleability of political attitudes.

Key words : Social cognition, Political psychology, Nation-as-family metaphor, Social justice
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Lisa7| 2813 8 2he] At

Lisa, 34, is a married mother of three children ages 11, 12 and 14. She has been on welfare for four
years now. Her husband works part-time at a local store. The family lives in poverty. It is increasingly
difficult to find enough money to pay rent, pay for food, pay for clothing for the children, and meet the

family's other expenses. The family sometimes has to skip meals. Lisa stays at home struggling with her

kids. Lisa sees her situation as helpless.

Paul(3] 2] A 3| B2H] Al

Paul, 41, is a husband and father of two children ages 17 and 19. He has lived in his town since his
marriage. Recently a powerful hurricane hit the area. The local government issued a mandatory evacuation
order, but Paul thought this was only a routine warning and ignored it. Contrary to Paul's expectations,
the hurricane inflicted tremendous damage on the whole city. Help didn't arrive for days and Paul's
belated attempt to flee with his family turned out to be very risky. One of his children was injured by a
piece of debris and Paul himself almost drowned in the flood. His family home was completely destroyed.

Paul and his family now live in a shelter, lacking many basic necessities. Their future is very uncertain.
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