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Abstract
Contemporary societies seem to be obsessed with history. This is reflected in the popularity of
historical books, films, and reenactments. In our research, we aimed to assess the specific types of
content that interest people when exploring their national histories and the psychological factors
motivating such explorations. Following the two-dimensional model of social cognition that points
to morality and competence as the main dimensions in individual and group perception, we
distinguished interest in competence-related aspects of national history (control) from interest in
historical moral actions (moral agency). Two studies performed in Poland and Germany showed
that in both countries people’s interest in history is structured in a similar way, in which moral
agency and control play essential roles. Additionally, in both countries people reacted to individual
control threats with enhanced curiosity about the past moral agency of their nations. We discuss
these results within the framework of the model of group-based control and compensatory control
processes.
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Contemporary societies are obsessed with history. Despite Fukuyama’s assertion of the
“end of history” (Fukuyama, 1989) and Connerton’s thesis that the essential cultural ele‐
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ment of modernity is forgetting rather than remembering (Connerton, 2009), social scien‐
ces now acknowledge that history and memory remain crucial issues in modern politics
and culture. History is the source of legitimacy for contemporary politics, a topic of heat‐
ed clashes and intergroup disagreements; it is a highly visible pop-culture theme, and a
source of inspiration for fine arts. Thousands of people gather to reenact historical
events, such as the 1813 Battle of the Nations in Leipzig or the 1920 Battle of Warsaw.
History becomes a subject of best-selling books, such as Polish crime fiction portraying
pre-war Breslau (Krajewski, 1999, 2003) and Warsaw (Twardoch, 2016). Among four top
box office movies in Poland after 1989 three took place in the historical realities of the
17th century (“Ogniem i Mieczem”), 19th century (“Pan Tadeusz”), and antiquity (“Quo Va‐
dis”). Historical monographs belong to the most widely read non-fiction books – includ‐
ing such global bestsellers as “Sapiens. A brief history of humankind” (Harari, 2014) or
“On Tyranny. Twenty lessons from the twentieth century” (Snyder, 2017). Almost every
large Polish weekly and daily (DoRzeczy, Newsweek, Polityka, Gazeta Wyborcza, Rzecz‐
pospolita) publishes a special thematic magazine on history.

Psychological insights into the nature of historical curiosity remain relatively scarce.
Maria Lewicka’s research on place memory (Lewicka, 2008, 2012, 2014; Wójcik, Lewicka,
& Bilewicz, 2010, 2011) is probably the most systematic approach to the study of human
interest in history. Lewicka views interest in history (both the history of a place of resi‐
dence and the history of one’s family genealogy) as a way to connect to the place. This
history-oriented strategy of building place attachment is particularly visible among relo‐
cated people – whom historical explorations allow to connect to newly inhabited cities or
villages (Lewicka, 2012). Therefore, interest in history may constitute a means to obtain a
psychological bond with a place of residence.

Interest in History
Interest in history entails people’s curiosity about history and it is typically associated
with their place of residence or local community (Lewicka, 2008). It is shaped by socio-
demographic factors. For instance, research found that younger people tend to show less
interest in the past than middle-aged people (Lewicka, 2012). People with higher cultural
capital (measured by levels of education, the size of one’s home library, and cultural
tastes; Lewicka, 2013) declare more interest in local history. It is significant that although
interest in local history is positively associated with the need for cognition (Lewicka,
2012; Petty, Briñol, Loersch, & McCaslin, 2009), its effects also remain significant after the
effects of pure cognitive motivation have been controlled for.

People who are interested in history tend to possess greater historical knowledge
(Lewicka, 2012) but historical interest is also associated with a host of positive psycholog‐
ical and social outcomes. It correlates with place attachment (Lewicka, 2005, 2014), sense
of continuity (Sani, Bowe, & Herrera, 2008), positive attitudes towards museums com‐
memorating the historical presence of outgroups (Wójcik, Lewicka, & Bilewicz, 2011), fa‐
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vorable attitudes towards various ethnic groups in the contemporary city landscape
(Wójcik et al., 2011), and local social capital (Stefaniak, Bilewicz, & Lewicka, 2017).

In all the studies cited above interest in history was treated as a unidimensional con‐
struct whereby people are seen as more or less interested in the history of their places of
residence and this – in turn – relates to other phenomena. We propose that people’s in‐
terest in history might also be selective and motivated. When reading about the history
of successful battles and victorious leaders, people focus their attention on quite specific
aspects of their collective memory – a different one than when they are analyzing histo‐
ry of victimhood and martyrdom. Studying specific historical content could also have
unique consequences. For example, after reading about historical acts of moral courage
and rescue, people become much more open to contact with outgroup members (Čehajić-
Clancy & Bilewicz, 2017; Witkowska, Beneda, Čehajić-Clancy, & Bilewicz, 2018), whereas
confrontations with historical acts of war and conflict make people less open to contact
with outgroup members (Bilewicz, 2007). In the research described below, we attempted
to distinguish interest in historical events and figures related to control from interest in
those related primarily to morality. With this approach, we wanted to explore the factors
that motivate people’s curiosity about different aspects of their national past, along the
lines of the two-dimensional model of social cognition.

Interest in National Control and Morality: The Big Two of History
There are two fundamental dimensions in human social cognition. Reeder and Brewer
(1979) as well as Wojciszke (2005) proposed that competence (skills, capabilities, and effi‐
ciency in achieving one’s goals) and morality (fairness, loyalty, compatibility between
one’s goals and well-being of other people) constitute two crucial dimensions on which
people evaluate others. On the collective level, Cuddy, Fiske, and Glick (2007) suggested
that people assess groups on two similar dimensions: warmth (friendliness, sincerity,
trustworthiness) and competence (skills, intelligence, capability to achieve collective
goals). Warmth stereotypes determine whether in-group members will more likely antag‐
onize or cooperate with outgroup members. Competence stereotypes affect passive forms
of harming (neglect) and associating behavior. Summarizing different lines of research on
the topic, Abele and Wojciszke (2014) named the first dimension “communion”, and the
latter “agency” and demonstrated the prevalence of agentic traits in self-perception and
communal traits in the perception of others.

Historical perception could be construed using the same two dimensions of human
social cognition. Historical leaders (kings, military officers, revolutionaries) are often
portrayed through the lens of their control over others, competence, and efficacy (as op‐
posed to passive victims, prisoners or slaves). On the other hand, heroic rescuers, glori‐
ous victims, and peacemakers are often viewed as high in morality (as opposed to histori‐
cal criminals, perpetrators of genocide, and instigators of war). Similarly, collective mem‐
ory of national groups can be either focused on episodes in which a given nation had
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control over others or the historical episodes in which the nation acted in a highly moral
way. In Germany, for instance, highly agentic figures such as chancellor Otto von Bis‐
marck and emperor Frederick III used to play important roles in collective memories,
whereas today it is rather Oskar Schindler or Sophie Scholl who are seen as role models
in national identity due to their highly moral actions during World War II.

With history, the separation in morality and agency can only go so far. Even though
we might be able to think about historical acts that were mainly representative of power
and control, it is hard to think about historical morality without associating it with ac‐
tion. History itself is the narration of critical decisions and actions taken by individuals
or groups that impacted the fate of a people. As such, even highly moral historical ac‐
tions are actions at their core. There was a decision to act and the means and resources to
achieve that goal were available. Although we might be able to think about passive mor‐
ality, many of the most moral historical events were also highly agentic in nature. Conse‐
quently, it might be more appropriate to think of the two dimensions (i.e., control and
morality) as differences in emphasis on either the moral dimension of an action or the
expression of power and control through action.

When people explore their national history, they might focus on the episodes and
characters whose actions were indicative of high (vs. low) control or those whose actions
indicated high (vs. low) morality. Due to basic social identity concerns, people are moti‐
vated to view their national history in a positive manner: both in the domain of control
and morality (Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje, 2002). At the same time, it is known that col‐
lective self-perception on the morality dimension is more important to positive in-group
evaluation than self-perceived competence (Leach, Ellemers, & Barreto, 2007).

Since morality is essential in group perception, it would seem obvious that people
should be particularly keen to learn about moral acts and to commemorate them. Howev‐
er, it is easily perceptible that in the real world successful historical battles and leaders
attract a great deal of attention and interest. Conquests and victorious battles are not on‐
ly still remembered, but also intensively studied and described in popular literature.
What makes people select certain aspects of their national history that connote morality,
agency, or both? We hypothesize that salient individual needs might raise interest in spe‐
cific aspects of history, particularly the need for control. Interest in the national in-
group’s history might reflect a stronger group orientation under control threat.

Group Based Control Restoration in History
History is a source of knowledge about the self. It informs the way we think about who
we are (individually but also on the collective level), and how we arrived in the position
we are in today. History is also the foundation for many present social relationships, as a
shared past affects the way in which groups and individuals interact with each other. As
history appears to be a very important factor for the construction of a subjective reality,
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current psychological needs and interests might bias and affect the representation of the
past.

The satisfaction of psychological needs is a central basis for good health and effective
functioning (Deci & Ryan, 2000), and we argue that one of the central needs discussed in
the literature (e.g., Skinner, 1996; Stevens & Fiske, 1995), the need for control, is also
meaningful for the construction of an individual’s representation of their personal or col‐
lective past. We define the need for control as the need to perceive impact on meaningful
aspects of the environment through the autonomous self. The need for control seems to
be especially salient and influential for experiences and behavior whenever personal con‐
trol is threatened (Pittman, 1998). Under control threat, people usually either try to bring
their environment in line with their wishes (i.e., regain “primary control”, Rothbaum,
Weisz, & Snyder, 1982) or they bring themselves in line with their environment, for ex‐
ample, using strategies of vicarious control (“secondary control”). In more recent theoriz‐
ing, Fritsche and colleagues have argued that people threatened in their personal control
can also use their membership in a social group to regain a sense of control (Fritsche,
Jonas, & Kessler, 2011; Fritsche et al., 2013). According to their model of group-based con‐
trol, identification with agentic in-groups and consequently acting consistent with the
group’s values and goals can maintain and restore a sense of control on the personal lev‐
el. Because groups are usually associated with collective agency and control (Brewer,
Hong, & Li, 2004) and individuals can self-categorize as members of these groups (Turner,
Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987), the group’s perceived level of control can be‐
come a source of need satisfaction under personal control threat. In this way, even if I
have no control, WE do.

Empirical evidence from experimental studies supports this view. Following a threat
to personal control, participants reported stronger in-group identification (e.g., Stollberg,
Fritsche, & Bäcker, 2015) and favored their in-group more (Fritsche, Jonas, & Fankhänel,
2008; Fritsche et al., 2013). The authors interpreted these findings as a stronger orienta‐
tion towards the group when personal control is threatened which would indicate that
the group becomes a psychological tool to protect a sense of control. Importantly, stron‐
ger identification with a group was positively related to a collective sense of control
(Stollberg et al., 2015). Reminding participants of their group membership also increased
perceptions of personal control and well-being (Greenaway et al., 2015). This is further
evidence that groups can become sources of satisfaction for the need for control.

Beyond the cognitive level, a stronger group orientation under control threat should
also lead to changes in behavioral intentions. In line with this reasoning, studies show
that control threat increased conformity with salient in-group norms (Stollberg, Fritsche,
& Jonas, 2017) and collective action intention (Fritsche et al., 2017). The empirical data
also suggests that the effects of control threat are not content-specific. Salient loss of
control in a specific area of life does not only affect group-oriented reactions related to
this area. Work on the effects of climate change threat (i.e., the perceived helplessness of
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an individual to do something about the global effects of climate change) found that
threat increased authoritarian aggression and led to more derogation of members of so‐
cial groups that are associated with threats to the social order (e.g., drug addicts; Fritsche,
Cohrs, Kessler, & Bauer, 2012). Authoritarian attitudes have been associated with the fos‐
tering and protection of the integrity of social groups (Kessler & Cohrs, 2008; Kreindler,
2005). In line with this explanation, we see the finding that threat can increase authori‐
tarian responses as additional support for a motivated cognition perspective.

Returning to the question of history and representations of the past, we argue that a
group’s portrayal of its history can be especially indicative of that group’s resources and
its general power and influence. As such, a salient need for control might motivate peo‐
ple to concentrate on aspects of their group’s past that were highly agentic and represen‐
tative of control to regain their own sense of control and satisfy their current needs. At
the same time, moral agency can restore the sense of control by portraying the in-group
in a generally positive light – both on morality and competence dimensions. As we have
argued above, historical morality is also often about decisive action. When applied to his‐
tory, both dimensions (control and morality) could thus be interpreted as an indication of
the in-group’s past agency. In one case, all forms of agency would be salient (even instan‐
ces of great crimes and collective crimes) and in the other case, the agency would be in‐
fused by morality and only the good deeds of the group would become relevant. Theoret‐
ically, both moral and immoral acts might be useful in the restoration of a sense of con‐
trol. On the other hand, only morality-infused action should be able to satisfy a need for
morality. Therefore, interest in specific contents of national history could be an effective
means to restore an individual’s threatened psychological needs even if the source of the
threat is unrelated to history.

Poles and Germans Meet a Historian: A Study of Interest in History
Psychological studies looking at people’s interest in history assessed this phenomenon to
be unidimensional. Participants in these studies indicated their interest in the history of
their place of residence (Lewicka, 2008), their curiosity about their family roots and
knowledge of family/place history (Lewicka, 2005). When it was operationalized in this
way, interest in history could be differentiated from nostalgia – as interest in the past
does not necessarily determine willingness to restore the past in the same way that senti‐
mental, nostalgic longing for the past does (Smeekes, 2015; Wildschut, Bruder, Robertson,
van Tilburg, & Sedikides, 2014).

In the present research, we employed a more fine-grained approach to interest in his‐
tory and assessed people’s interest in specific contents/aspects of national history. In or‐
der to capture the contents of people’s interest in history we developed a task in which
we asked respondents to imagine participating in a meeting with a highly competent his‐
torian, who is particularly knowledgeable about their national history. In preparation for
such a meeting, they could decide about the topic that the historian would talk about. We
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presented participants with a list of different aspects of national history that could be
covered during such conversation (e.g., “Times when Germans/Poles were particularly
well-meaning”; “Times when all Germans/Poles were determined”) and asked them to de‐
cide to what extent they would like the historian to cover these topics.

Based on this task we wanted to capture the content structure of Germans’ and Poles’
interest in history and to test whether the two central dimensions of social cognition
would apply in both countries. Furthermore, by using an experimental design, we were
able to test the potential antecedents of people’s interest in different historical content.
Particularly, we tested for the effects of control threat on people’s interest in either con‐
trol-related aspects of national history or moral-agency related aspects of national histo‐
ry.

We conducted two studies with an identical design: one in Germany and one in Po‐
land. This allowed us to compare the structure of people’s interest in history between the
two countries that had entirely different histories in terms of their control and suffering
(see Bilewicz & Liu, in press). From the world-system point of view, Germany has played
a central role in modern history, whereas Poland has remained peripheral in global pow‐
er relations (Chase-Dunn, Kawano, & Brewer, 2000). In the 20th century, Nazi Germany
conquered most of the European continent, becoming responsible for one of the worst
crimes in the history of humanity (Snyder, 2015). On the contrary, Poland was one of the
key victims of this conquest – as one of the Eastern European “bloodlands” where geno‐
cidal crimes took place (Snyder, 2010). By looking at the motivations for Poles’ and Ger‐
mans’ interest in specific aspects of their national history, we test the universality of peo‐
ple’s motivated approach to history – as these two national contexts, although geograph‐
ically proximal, are extremely distant in terms of their historical dominance, moral status,
and role in the global structure of power.

Study 1: Germany
The main objective of the experimental study performed in Germany was to examine
what the primary dimensions of Germans’ interest in history are and to investigate the
effect of control motivation on people’s interest in different aspects of national history.

Method
Participants

One hundred and forty-one German participants volunteered to participate in the study.
Since the data was collected in University of Leipzig (Germany) facilities, the sample con‐
sisted mostly of students (89%), among whom 55% were women, 42% men, and 3% indica‐
ted other gender. The age of the oldest participants was 52. Two participants indicated an
age below 18 (“0” and “14”), which we interpret as a lack of willingness to indicate their
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age. When excluding these two invalid answers we obtained the following estimates:
Mage = 24.50, SDage = 4.92. Participants declared rather leftist political orientation: M =
2.94, SD = 1.06 on a 7-point scale from definitely leftist (1) to definitely right (7). All
stages of the study were carried out in German.

Procedure and Measures

We tested the effects of individual motivations on interest in different history topics us‐
ing a between-subjects factorial design with one experimental factor (individual threat)
with three levels (morality threat vs. control threat vs. baseline condition). We decided to
include morality threat in the study in order to capture the specific effects of control
threat. The morality threat condition allowed us to rule out the alternative explanation
that interest in history could be motivated by a general threat to one’s self-esteem, rather
than a specific threat to personal control. The additional condition also allowed us to ex‐
plore whether morality threat would increase the motivation to restore a sense of morali‐
ty on the collective level in a similar way as we hypothesized for control threat. If that
were the case, morality threat should increase participants’ interest in morality-infused
historical action but not in events mainly associated with control.

We randomly assigned the participants to one of the three conditions and asked them
to recall two situations from their life, summarize each in one sentence, and describe
thoughts and feelings they had in each situation. In the morality threat condition, the
task concerned situations of breaking one or more important moral rules and later feel‐
ing bad about it. In the control threat condition, following a procedure by Fritsche et al.
(2013), participants recalled events when they felt they did not have any influence over
some aspect of their life. Finally, in the baseline condition, participants recalled two of
their habits or routines that they go through (almost) every morning. The manipulation
had been successfully pretested prior to data collection (see Appendix A for a detailed
description of the pretest).

Following other studies on control deprivation and other existential threats (see
Fritsche et al., 2013), once participants recalled the events and completed the manipula‐
tion check, they were asked to fill in a delay task consisting of the 20-item Positive and
Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988). Finally, they com‐
pleted a questionnaire with several relevant dependent variables, including, among oth‐
ers, the interest in history task.

Interest in history task — Participants were asked to imagine that they had an opportu‐
nity to participate in a lecture given by one of the most competent historians in their
country. The historian was supposed to have a reputation for speaking in a highly inter‐
esting and entertaining way about history, so participants would know that they would
learn a lot from the lecture. All attendees would be asked to specify the areas that would
be of particular interest to them so that the lecture could be designed in a way that
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matched the interests of the audience. Our participants selected (from a list) the aspects
of history that they would like to learn about in the lecture. The list consisted of twenty
items tapping into different aspects of national history in which people could be interes‐
ted. Based on the two-dimensional model of social cognition, some aspects of history
were indicative of collective agency, but without referring to national morality, e.g.,
“Times when all Germans were determined”, whereas some others were focused on col‐
lective morality, e.g., “Times when the German nation helped other nations”. We sum‐
marized all items in Table 1. The participants indicated their answers on a 7-point Likert
scale (ranging from 1 = I definitely don’t want to hear about this to 7 = I definitely want to
hear about this).

Results
Structure of Interest in History Scale

When examining correlations between all items comprising the scale (see Table B.1 in
Appendix B), we were able to demonstrate their high factorability, KMO = .90, which was
further confirmed by a significant Bartlett’s test of sphericity, χ2(190) = 1483.66, p < .001.
In order to examine the dimensions of Germans’ interest in history, we conducted princi‐
pal components analysis using Oblimin rotation of the factor loading matrix. Initial Ei‐
genvalues indicated three factors that explained 41%, 12%, and 6% of the variance respec‐
tively. The first two factors were along the line of a control and morality dimension, re‐
spectively (i.e., action predominantly indicative of control and power and action infused
by morality – which is why we referred to this factor as “moral agency”). The third factor
covered only one item with moderately high loading (.62), pointing to the interest in
times when Germans were idealistic (see Table 1).

To generate the final measures of interest in control and interest in moral agency we
used only those items that loaded higher than .70 on the factor. The highest cross-loading
for selected items was .21. We examined internal consistency for the first two subscales
using Cronbach’s alpha. Both alphas were high (.88 and .84 for morality and control sub‐
scale, respectively). We created composite scores for each of these two factors by calcu‐
lating the mean of the selected items based on their loadings. Higher scores indicated
greater interest in the respective dimension related topics.
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Table 1

Content of Germans’ Interest in Their National History. Factor Loadings Based on a Principal Components Analysis
With Oblimin Rotation in the German Sample

Item
Factor 1 (moral

agency subscale)
Factor 2 (control

subscale) Factor 3

Times when the German nation was particularly generous .82 -.08 -.29
Times when Germans were particularly well-meaning .82 -.03 -.06
Times when Germans were just .81 .03 .00
Times when the German nation was particularly hospitable .81 -.18 .10
Times when the German nation helped other nations .72 .16 -.16
Times when the German nation was highly moral .70 .02 .33
Times when the German nation sacrificed itself for others .65 .06 .20
Times when Germans were particularly reliable .59 .25 -.01
Times when all Germans were particularly united .44 .30 .11
Times when the German nation was particularly powerful -.21 .85 .09
Times when Germans were efficacious -.09 .81 .14
Times when the German nation was successful .01 .79 -.09
Times when the German nation was autonomous .15 .74 -.02
Times when the German nation was independent .06 .69 .01
Times when the German nation was agentic .001 .69 .26
Times when all Germans were determined .17 .68 -.24
Times when Germans were particularly skilled and industrious .16 .59 -.47
Times when Germans were people of honor .36 .51 -.25
Times when the German nation was particularly like-minded .34 .35 .25
Times when Germans were idealistic .32 .26 .62

Note. The items that were selected to form the morality and control composite scores are in bold.

Experimental Group Comparisons

In order to compare interest in different facets of group history across conditions we con‐
ducted a planned contrast analysis with the control threat and morality threat condition
contrasted against the other two conditions, respectively (see Table 2).

Table 2

The Effects of Individual Morality and Control Threat on Interest in Moral Agency and Control Related History
Topics

Variable

Baseline
(n = 54)

Morality threat
(n = 41)

Control threat
(n = 46)

F(2, 138) p ηp
2

M SD M SD M SD

Interest in moral agency 4.44a 1.32 4.22a 1.54 4.88b 1.25 2.68 .072 .04
Interest in control 3.75 1.41 3.70 1.56 3.92 1.47 0.30 .74 .004

Note. Different subscripts indicate a significant planned contrast.
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First, we used the interest in moral agency subscale as the outcome variable. Under con‐
trol threat (compared to the two other conditions) participants declared more interest in
morality-related history topics, t(138) = -2.24, p = .027. Under morality threat (compared
to the two other conditions) this effect was only marginally significant, t(138) = 1.72,
p = .089. Secondly, we repeated the two contrast analyses for the control subscale as the
outcome variable. We did not observe any differences between control threat versus oth‐
er conditions, t(138) = -0.77, p = .444 or morality threat versus other conditions, t(138) =
-0.51, p = .610.

Discussion
The results of this study suggest that the structure of historical curiosity is largely in line
with the two central dimensions of social cognition. We identified two main aspects of
national history in which people are interested. The first of them could be considered in‐
terest in historical moral agency (people willing to know more about the times when
their nation offered help to other nations, when their compatriots were generous, well-
meaning and hospitable). The second aspect could be interpreted as an interest in histori‐
cal control (people interested in learning more about the times when their nation was
powerful, successful, autonomous, efficacious and determined – regardless of the moral
implications).

The experimental manipulation increased the participants’ interest in moral agency in
the control threat condition. There was no similar effect of control threat on interest in
historical events indicative of pure control (although the descriptive results suggest a
small increase in interest). The observed effects of the experimental manipulation suggest
that control motivation could explain people’s willingness to explore the highly moral as‐
pects of their nation’s history. Recalling an uncontrollable situation (a threat to personal
control) increased participants’ interest in learning more about times when their compa‐
triots helped and rescued others, as well as acted in a righteous way. In that way, our
participants might have regained a sense of control by focusing on events where their in-
group was not only agentic and in control but also moral. We will return to this finding
in the General Discussion. Of interest, a threat to morality did not increase interest in
moral agency.

Study 2: Poland
The main aim of Study 2 was to replicate the results obtained in Germany in a complete‐
ly different historical context of a country that had relatively low power in modern histo‐
ry. At the same time, we wanted to explore whether the historical curiosity of Polish par‐
ticipants would follow the same structure in terms of content as observed in Germany.
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Method
Participants

We recruited one hundred and thirty-nine participants at the main library of the Univer‐
sity of Warsaw, Poland. The majority (88.5%) were students with a mean age of M =
22.84, SD = 3.08 (age range from 18 to 41 years of age). Ninety-one participants (65.5%)
identified as female and 48 (34.5%) identified as male. About 36% of the sample identified
as more or less politically left-leaning, 28% positioned themselves in the center, while 36%
identified with more or less right-wing political views. One participant did not answer
the question about political orientation. All study materials were in Polish.

Procedure and Measures

Study 2 used the same between-subjects factorial design and the same experimental ma‐
nipulation as Study 1. We randomly assigned participants to either the morality depriva‐
tion, the control deprivation or the baseline condition.

Interest in history topics — Following the experimental manipulation, the participants
filled in the Interest in history topics scale consisting of the same 20 items with a 7-point
answer scale as in Study 1 but adjusted to the Polish context (e.g., “Times when all Poles
were determined.” and “Times when the Polish nation helped other nations.”)

Results
Structure of Interest in History Scale in the Polish Sample

Correlations among all items comprising the main dependent variable are presented in
Table B.2 in Appendix B. Results of the KMO test indicated that our data were suitable
for factor analysis, KMO = .917, which was further confirmed by a significant Bartlett’s
test of sphericity, χ2(190) = 1695.851, p < .001.

As in Study 1, we conducted a principal components analysis with an Oblimin rota‐
tion. The results indicated three factors that explained 47.4%, 9.2%, and 6.5% of the var‐
iance respectively (see Table 3). Specifically, the first factor corresponded to moral agen‐
cy (e.g., “Times when the Polish nation sacrificed itself for others”), and the second to
control (e.g., “Times when the Polish nation was autonomous”). The third consisted of
only two items: “Times when Poles were particularly skilled and industrious” and “Times
when the Polish nation was agentic”. We decided to concentrate on the first two factors
for our analyses. We selected items with high factor loadings (above .70) to create compo‐
site scores as means of items pertaining to moral agency (6 items, α = .86) and control (4
items, α = .87). The highest cross-loading for the selected items was -.21.
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Table 3

Content of Poles’ Interest in Their National History. Factor Loadings Based on a Principal Components Analysis
With Oblimin Rotation in the Polish Sample

Item
Factor 1 (moral

agency subscale)
Factor 2 (control

subscale) Factor 3

Times when the Polish nation helped other nations .85 -.04 .01
Times when the Polish nation was particularly hospitable .82 -.21 -.19
Times when Poles were particularly well-meaning .80 -.09 -.26
Times when the Polish nation was highly moral .75 .07 .04
Times when the Polish nation sacrificed itself for others .72 -.04 .35
Times when Poles were just .72 .06 -.06
Times when Poles were particularly reliable .65 .23 -.14
Times when the Polish nation was particularly like-minded .62 .16 .05
Times when the Polish nation was particularly generous .61 .26 .02
Times when Poles were people of honor .54 .39 .31
Times when all Poles were particularly united .49 .31 -.06
Times when the Polish nation was particularly powerful -.09 .93 .12
Times when the Polish nation was independent .00 .80 -.06
Times when the Polish nation was successful .03 .77 -.18
Times when the Polish nation was autonomous -.02 .77 -.06
Times when Poles were efficacious .14 .65 -.16
Times when Poles were idealistic .25 .59 .41
Times when all Poles were determined .24 .43 -.31
Times when Poles were particularly skilled and industrious .18 .33 -.63
Times when the Polish nation was agentic .24 .38 -.59
Note. The items that were selected to form the morality and control composite scores are in bold.

Experimental Group Comparisons

Table 4 presents the means and standard deviations on the moral agency and control sub‐
scales of interest in history scale in all three experimental conditions. In order to com‐
pare participants’ interest in historical topics related to moral agency and control, we
conducted a planned contrast analysis of variance. We compared the scores of partici‐
pants exposed to control threat with the baseline and morality threat groups (Control
Threat contrast) and similarly, the scores of participants exposed to morality threat were
compared to those in the baseline and control threat conditions (Morality Threat con‐
trast).

Variances of the dependent variables were not homogenous across conditions, which
was taken into account for the effects reported below. For moral agency-related topics,
the Control Threat contrast was significant, t(87) = 2.47, p = .016, while the Morality
Threat contrast was not, t(79.295) = -0.779, p = .438. These results indicate that – as com‐
pared to people in the morality threat and baseline conditions – those exposed to control
threat were motivated to learn about historical events that showed their nation as acting
in a moral way. Those in the morality threat condition did not differ in their desire to
listen to a morality-focused lecture from people in the other conditions.
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There were no significant differences between experimental groups in terms of their
interest in control-related topics, both contrasts p > .117.

Discussion
The study conducted in Poland confirmed the results obtained in the German sample.
First, the two main dimensions of social cognition were also visible in the way that Poles
wanted to explore their history – they expressed interest in control-related content and
in moral agency in their national past. Participants’ interest in control-related issues was
substantially higher than in the German sample. At the same time, there were slightly
different indicators of these two dimensions of historical curiosity: the control-related as‐
pects of history were mainly those that indicated power and independence (rather than
efficacy – as in Germany). The indicators of moral agency were helping others, sacrific‐
ing oneself for others, and general morality – rather than generosity (that was important
for Germans).

In line with our findings from the previous study, control deprivation increased inter‐
est in moral agency. We did not observe a similar effect of control threat on interest in
historical events associated with control (descriptively, as in Study 1, control threat in‐
creased interest in this dimension by a small amount). We also did not observe a similar
effect for the other form of threat to self-esteem (a threat to morality). In that respect the
results obtained in Poland and Germany were similar.

General Discussion
The two studies presented above explored the structure and motivated nature of Poles’
and Germans’ interest in history. We argued that interest in history can be differentiated
into at least two general dimensions of interest: (1) interest in control and power and (2)
interest in morality-infused agency. We further proposed that interest in specific aspects

Table 4

The Effects of the Individual Morality and Control Threat on Interest in Moral Agency, Control, and Resourcefulness
Related History Topics

Variable

Baseline
(n = 47)

Morality threat
(n = 51)

Control threat
(n = 41)

F(2, 136) p ηp
2

M SD M SD M SD

Interest in moral agency 4.72a 1.25 4.80a 1.78 5.37b 1.38 2.67 .073 .04
Interest in control 5.04 1.47 4.77 1.90 5.41 1.41 1.09 .339 .02

Note. Different subscripts indicate a significant planned contrast.
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of history might be motivated by current individual needs such as the need for control.
Our data offer first evidence for both assumptions.

First, analyses of our participants’ expressed preferences for a history lecture revealed
two general dimensions of interest in national history. Importantly, although the struc‐
ture was similar in both samples, we found specific differences with regard to the items
that loaded highest on the factors. We believe that it is worthwhile to pay attention to
these specific differences as they might give additional insights into the unique cultural
aspects of each country. We called the first dimension moral agency, such as being help‐
ful to others, being generous (particularly in the German case) and sacrificing oneself for
others (particularly in the Polish case). The differences in specific items tapping into mo‐
ral agency in both countries reflect the national history in which Poland was more often
victimized, therefore moral agency was expressed through sacrifices, whereas Germany
was more often in the high power position, therefore moral agency was expressed
through generosity (cf. Bilewicz & Liu, in press). Moral acts such as heroic rescue (as in
the case of Oskar Schindler) or disobedience (the example of Sophie Scholl) seem to com‐
bine high morality with an attempt to regain control in times when people were funda‐
mentally deprived of personal control. Any act of disobedience against totalitarian re‐
gimes can be considered agentic. What is more, the results of psychological studies on
moral typecasting (Gray & Wegner, 2009) suggest that agency versus passivity is a funda‐
mental dimension in moral cognition: people view others as being either moral agents
(good and evil-doers) or moral patients (recipients of good and evil). Therefore, when ex‐
ploring historical episodes in which one’s own national or ethnic group acted in a virtu‐
ous way people would view their in-group as both moral and agentic. As such, even a
need for control could increase interest in moral agency (see below).

The second dimension of national history that Poles and Germans share is the dimen‐
sion of control. The control-related aspects included the history of being independent (in
Poland), powerful (in both countries) and efficacious (in Germany). These differences
again reflect the divergent positions of both countries across history. What mattered in
modern Polish history was rather independence from the pressures of neighboring em‐
pires (personal control, self-control), whereas in Germany it was rather power and control
over others (power, impact, Cislak, Cichocka, Wojcik, & Frankowska, 2018; Grzelak, 1999).

Although there was a third factor in both studies, we are hesitant to interpret these
findings in depth as none of the items loaded sufficiently high on any of the factors. At
best, these additional factors might further reflect the differences between the two coun‐
tries. In Germany, the idealist aspects of national history emerged as a separate factor in
people’s interest in history. This could correspond to the importance of romantic tradi‐
tion (Goethe, Schiller, Schlegel, Herder) in the creation of the German national identity
(Seyhan, 1992). The third factor in the second study was less clear and might reflect spe‐
cific skills that are needed for survival among disadvantaged societies. During the years
of communism, as well as under Nazi German occupation, Poles were effectively using
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informal economic strategies (“kombinowanie”) that were composed of specific skills that
allowed prosperity and sometimes even survival in difficult times (Wedel, 1986). Howev‐
er, based on the empirical evidence from our two studies, we cannot offer further insights
into this interpretation and would recommend additional research.

The present research offered initial evidence for the motivated character of selective
interest in history. Particularly, we observed that people’s deprivation of personal control
leads to greater interest in historical national moral agency. As we have argued in this
work, both proposed dimensions are at their core about historical action (i.e., agency and
active behavior) with one dimension focusing on morality-infused agency and the other
dimension focusing on actions associated with control and power but independent of
morality. When our participants were confronted with the aspects of their life that they
could not control, they focused on the great righteous and generous aspects of their na‐
tional past (perhaps as a way to regain a sense of control). This process seems to corre‐
spond to the assumptions of the model of group-based control (Fritsche et al., 2008, 2017),
however it applied only to the moral aspects of group action rather than any other forms
of action. Why did we not find similar results for the dimension independent of control?
We believe that the answer might be linked to the specific Polish and German historical
background. It is plausible that immoral aspects of national history are threatening to
people’s social identity, and therefore they cannot effectively restore any threatened indi‐
vidual-level need. In other words, an immoral act could potentially satisfy the need for
control, but it would threaten the need for acceptance and moral integrity at the same
time. As such, it is arguable that people will usually prefer historic episodes that were
both agentic and moral. For German participants, the most salient episodes of control
and power in the recent past might be Germany’s role in the two World Wars and the
terrible crimes against humanity that were committed by the Nazi regime. These epi‐
sodes (although highly agentic and indicative of power) might have threatened our Ger‐
man participants’ positive sense of collective self. Consequently, they might have turned
to the specific events in their nation’s past that were free of an immoral stain. In contrast,
our Polish participants might have shared the predominant view of Poland as one of the
major victims of the conflicts of the last century with no real power or influence (Snyder,
2010). As a result, moral agency might have been the more accessible dimension of his‐
torical action to them (referring to heroic deeds of a suppressed and victimized people),
while examples of Polish power and control (independent of morality) were cognitively
unavailable. Although these ideas are fascinating, we can only offer our readers this in‐
terpretation post hoc as we did not expect this specific pattern of results to occur. Addi‐
tional data are necessary to corroborate our view. If we are correct with our assumption,
replications of our studies in countries with a history of power but not of questionable
morality should find increases in interest for both dimensions after control threat.

As another important point, we observed an increase in historical interest only when
participants were deprived of personal control. The effect was not a general reaction to
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threat as we did not find a similar result for our morality threat condition. This high‐
lights the unique role of groups as a source of control and agency for individuals who are
motivated to regain their sense of control. At the same time, our findings suggest that not
all individual needs can be satisfied by extending the self to the group level. In the case of
morality, the threat might even increase. Because the individual violation of a moral
norm stands in contrast to the perceived superior morality of the in-group, this might
lead to the impression that the individual self does not meet the expectations of the
group (Higgins, 1987).

Although our data point to a promising new direction for research, the present work
had several important limitations. In both studies we applied only one method of control
deprivation – and it is obvious that different forms of control deprivation could produce
different effects in people’s interest in history (although see: Whitson & Galinsky, 2008).
The amount of options we gave our participants to choose from for the content of the
lecture probably did not cover all relevant areas of interest. As such, future studies might
gain additional insights from interview data or open questionnaires that aim to assess the
full breadth of topics people might want to hear about. More importantly, in the present
studies we inferred about the process of control-restoration, although no direct measure
of people’s sense of control after “meeting a historian” was included. Further studies
should more directly examine whether interest in history in fact restores people’s sense
of personal control after it is threatened. Research in other national contexts (beyond Po‐
land and Germany) could determine whether the observed process of control restoration
through the specific interest in history is indeed universal. Nevertheless, it is clear that
even in countries with completely different national histories similar processes seem to
shape people’s interest in history in an analogous way.

In general, the studies performed in Germany and Poland point to the crucial role of
control motivation in human historical curiosity. People restore their sense of personal
control through active explorations in their national history, by focusing their attention
on such aspects of national history that emphasize national agency and communion. Pre‐
vious research found that people compensate the threatened sense of personal control by
supporting their government, political system (Kay et al., 2008), enhancing religious con‐
victions (Kay, Whitson, Gaucher, & Galinsky, 2009) and those cultural concepts that bol‐
ster social order (Shepherd, Kay, Landau, & Keefer, 2011). At the same time, they stick to
their national or social groups in order to restore control by membership in stronger and
more agentic entities (Fritsche et al., 2011, Fritsche et al., 2013). These same processes
seem to be responsible for the way in which people explore their past – seeking content
that allows them to create, at least temporarily, a picture of their nation (and consequent‐
ly of themselves by association) as highly moral and agentic.
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Appendices

Appendix A: Pretest of Control Threat and Morality Threat Manipulation
Prior to the research presented in this article, we conducted a binational pilot study aimed at pre‐
testing manipulation materials. The pilot study questionnaire was translated from English to Polish
and German. Following the translation the research team (some of whom are fluent in all three lan‐
guages) discussed the Polish and German versions in order to ensure their equivalence. The pilot
study utilized a between-subjects factorial design with one experimental factor (individual threat)
with three levels (morality threat vs. control threat vs. baseline condition). The manipulation mate‐
rials read as follows:

Morality threat Control threat Baseline

People's lives are guided by the social
rules that define what is good and bad,
and what one should or shouldn't do.

People most of the time feel that they
have a lot of influence over what
happens in their lives.

People like to have positive feelings in
everyday life.

However, sometimes, people severely
violate these rules, which usually results
in negative feelings of guilt and shame.

However, sometimes people recognize
that this is not true at all, which usually
results in negative feelings of
helplessness and anxiety.

However, sometimes people are in a
negative mood without any reason,
which results in negative feelings of
displeasure and uneasiness.

Now, please, spend a moment thinking
about two situations from your own life
when you broke one or more of these
important rules and later felt bad about it.

Now, please, spend a moment thinking
about two situations from your own life
when you felt that you did not have any
influence over some aspect of your life.

Now, please, spend a moment thinking
about two situations from your own life
when you were in a negative mood
without any obvious reason.

Please describe these two events below. Please describe these two events below. Please describe these two events below.

Dependent Variables

Semantic Differential

Directly after the manipulation participants were asked to indicate how they felt in situations that
they described. Their answers were assessed on a 7-point semantic differential scale containing 12
bipolar choices. The different feelings that the participants were asked to evaluate pertained to
morality (3 items, e.g., dishonest-honest) and control (4 items, e.g., uncertain-certain) dimension;
there were also 2 items pertaining to judgments of competence (e.g., competent-incompetent), 2
items pertaining to warmth (e.g., friendly-unfriendly) and one additional filler item (sad-happy).
Evaluation by an Unknown Observer

Following the semantic differential scale and a filler task (PANAS; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen,
1988), the participants were asked to imagine that they were being evaluated by a stranger who
does not know anything about them and who would form their opinion about them based solely on
the descriptions of the two events that the participants had provided earlier. The participants were
then presented with a list of 22 descriptive items pertaining to control (e.g., with no influence), mor‐
ality (e.g., dishonest), competence (e.g., resourceful), and warmth (e.g., friendly), there were also 3
filler items: happy, depressed, and sad. The participants indicated the extent to which the observer
would judge them to possess each of these traits on a scale from 1 = not at all to 7 = very much.
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Results in Germany

Participants

One hundred and fifty-five German participants volunteered to participate in the study. The data
was collected in University of Leipzig (Germany) facilities, and therefore the sample consisted
mostly of University of Leipzig students (92%). Among the participants 59% were female, 40% male
and 1% indicated “other” as their gender. Participants’ age ranged from 18 to 42, M = 23.45, SD =
3.75.
Results

Participants’ responses on the semantic differential scale were factor-analyzed using a Principal
Component Analysis with an Oblimin rotation. The solution returned 3 factors that explained
28.19%, 22.01%, and 10.10% of the variance. Three items, dishonest, guilty and foolish, loaded equally
strongly on more than one dimension and therefore were disregarded. All morality and warmth
items loaded on the first factor. The second factor was loaded by control items only. The third fac‐
tor was loaded by one control item (uncertain) and one competence item (incompetent). All items
loading on to the same factor were averaged to create composite scores. As a result, we obtained
three subscales pertaining to morality and warmth (friendly, unfair, nice; α = .74); control (agentic,
powerless - reversed, I had a lot of control; α = .73); control and competence (competent, certain;
α = .46). Additionally, since we were primarily interested in the effects of the experimental manipu‐
lation on the morality and control dimension, we recreated the first factor using the morality item
only (unfair). A higher score on a given subscale indicated a higher self-evaluation on its respective
dimension.

We used the exact same procedure to determine the factorial structure of the scale measuring
evaluation by a stranger. All 19 items (i.e., all items except for the filler items) were entered into a
Principal Component Analysis with an Oblimin rotation. The solution returned 4 factors that ex‐
plained 28.93%, 19.08%, 7.49% and 6.03% of variance. Two items, competent and efficient, loaded
equally strongly on more than one dimension and therefore were disregarded. All morality and
warmth items loaded on the first factor. The second and third factor pertained to low and high con‐
trol dimensions respectively. The fourth factor comprised one control item (uncertain) and one
competence item (smart), however since both of them loaded negatively we disregarded this factor
as presenting the analysis residuals without any theoretical sense. All items loading on to the same
factor were averaged to create composite scores. As a result, we obtained three subscales pertain‐
ing to morality and warmth (immoral-reversed, good-natured, friendly, fair, untrustworthy-reversed,
loyal, sincere, dishonest-reversed, selfless; α = .89); low control (helpless, weak, powerless, with no
control; α = .82) and high control (agentic, mighty; α = .68). Additionally, since we were primarily
interested in the effects of the experimental manipulation on the morality and control dimension,
we recreated the first factor using the morality items only (immoral-reversed, fair, untrustworthy-
reversed, loyal, sincere, dishonest-reversed, selfless; α = .84). A higher score on a given subscale indi‐
cated a higher self-evaluation on its respective dimension.

In order to verify whether the experimental manipulation proved effective in affecting partici‐
pants’ emotions and their assumption of how they might be judged by a stranger, we conducted
two mixed model ANOVAs. Since we were specifically interested in the effects on the morality and
control dimension, only subscales pertaining to these two dimensions are reported below. They
were entered as a repeated measure dependent variable with two (for the first DV: morality, con‐
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trol) or three (for the second DV: morality, low control, high control) levels. The experimental
group was entered as a between subjects factor (see Table A.1 in Appendix A).

Table A.1

The Effects of the Individual Morality and Control Threat on Morality and Control Self-evaluation Subscale of
Semantic Differential Measure and on Morality and Control Subscales of the Evaluation by a Stranger Scale

Variable M SD M SD M SD

Baseline
(n = 51)

Morality threat
(n = 50)

Control threat
(n = 47)

Morality (own feelings) 3.08 1.32 2.40a 1.20 3.55b 1.76
Control (own feelings) 2.87a 1.02 3.65b 1.36 2.08c 1.17

Baseline
(n = 52)

Morality threat
(n = 50)

Control threat
(n = 51)

Morality (evaluation by a stranger) 4.26a 1.04 3.05b 1.38 4.98c .96
Low Control (evaluation by a stranger) 4.40a 1.40 3.75b 1.25 4.84a 1.20
High Control (evaluation by a stranger) 3.01 1.18 3.53a 1.14 2.88b 1.11

Note. Means with differing subscripts (in each row) are significantly different at p < .05 (or lower) based on Bon‐
ferroni’s post hoc paired comparisons.

With regard to the first dependent variable, the semantic differential scale, neither the main effect
of experimental group was significant, F(2, 145) = .59, p = .557, ηp

2 = .008 nor was the main effect of
the evaluation dimension, F(1, 145) = 1.02, p = .314, ηp

2 = .007. As predicted, we observed a signifi‐
cant interaction, F(2, 145) = 30.10, p < .001, ηp

2 = .293. Participants in the control deprivation condi‐
tion felt less in control than participants in the morality (p < .001) and baseline (p = .004) condi‐
tions, and the two latter conditions also differed significantly from each other (p = .004). Further‐
more, participants who were asked to remember their immoral acts declared experiencing emo‐
tions related to morality significantly less intensely than did participants in the control condition (p
< .001) and marginally less intensely than those the baseline condition (p = .057), while the two
latter conditions did not differ significantly from each other (p = .313)1 .

The results were similar for evaluations by an imaginary stranger although this time the main
effect for the experimental group was significant, F(2, 150) = 25.18, p < .001, ηp

2 = .251, and so was
the main effect of the dimension, F(2, 281) = 36.84, p < .001, ηp

2 = .197. Again, these main effects
were qualified by a significant interaction, F(4, 281) = 13.72, p < .001, ηp

2 = .155. Under control threat
participants were significantly more prone to expect a stranger to see them as low in control and
significantly less prone to expect a stranger to attribute high control to them as compared to partic‐

1) We repeated the analysis for the three original subscales of morality and warmth, high control, and high control
and competence. The results for the morality and warmth subscale descriptively replicated results observed in the
analysis using its shortened version (the morality subscale), however this time all conditions differed significantly
from each other. The results of the high control and high competence dimension replicated descriptively those for the
pure high control subscale but only the difference between baseline and control condition was statistically significant.

Bilewicz, Stefaniak, Barth et al. 25

Social Psychological Bulletin | 2569-653X
https://doi.org/10.32872/spb.v14i2.33399

https://www.psychopen.eu/


ipants in the morality deprivation condition (p < .001 and p = .013). The differences between the
control deprivation and baseline condition were not significant for the low (p = .256) or high con‐
trol dimension (p = 1.00). The morality deprivation and baseline groups differed significantly or
marginally from each other for both subscales (p = .032 and p = .069 respectively).

In terms of stranger’s judgment on the morality dimension, all groups were significantly differ‐
ent from one another. Specifically, the morality deprivation group believed that a stranger would
judge them to be significantly less moral than both the control deprivation (p < .001) and the base‐
line group (p < .001). The control threat group expected a stranger to rate them as significantly
more moral than the baseline group (p = .005)2.

Results in Poland

Participants

One hundred and forty-one individuals participated in the pretest in Poland. The data was collected
at the main library of the University of Warsaw. Thus, the sample consisted mainly of students.
They were between 18 and 29 years of age (M = 21.65; SD = 2.19). The majority of the sample
(71.6%) was female, 27.7% was male, while 1 person did not indicate their gender (0.7%).
Results

The participants’ responses to the semantic differential questions were factor-analyzed using a
Principal Component Analysis with an Oblimin rotation. All items pertaining to control loaded on
a single factor and all items pertaining to morality loaded on a single factor. The competence items
were split between the morality (“smart-stupid”) and control (“competent-incompetent”) factors and
since this solution did not make theoretical sense, they were excluded from further analyses. Items
pertaining to warmth loaded on a single factor, but as warmth was not the main focus of the study
we do not describe these results below. We next computed composite scores on the two subscales
of interest: the morality subscale (3 items; α = .63) and the control subscale (4 items; α = .79). High‐
er scores on these subscales indicate higher evaluations of one’s morality or control.

The exact same procedure was used to determine the factorial structure of the scale measuring
evaluation by a stranger: we entered all 19 items (i.e., all items except for the filler items) into a
Principal Component Analysis with an Oblimin rotation. The solution returned 3 factors that ex‐
plained 27.66%, 25.62%, and 8.84% of variance. All items loading on to the same factor were aver‐
aged to create composite scores pertaining to competence and power (competent, efficient, smart,
agentic, mighty; α = .86), morality (dishonest, loyal, untrustworthy, immoral, sincere, unfair, good-na‐
tured; α = .85; note that all these items were recoded so that higher scores reflect higher morality);
and control (uncertain, helpless, powerless, with no control, weak; α = .89; please note that all items
were recoded so that higher scores reflect higher judgments of control); 2 items, friendly and self‐
less, loaded equally strongly on the competence and morality factors and were therefore excluded
from subsequent analyses. As with the semantic differential scale, we were primarily interested in
the effects of the experimental manipulation on the morality and control subscales and therefore
only these results are reported below.

With the aim to verify whether the experimental manipulation indeed affected participants’
own feelings and their perceptions of how they might be judged by a stranger in terms of their

2) We repeated the analysis replacing the morality subscale with the original morality and warmth subscale. The
results did not differ from those reported here.

Control Motivation and Interest in History 26

Social Psychological Bulletin | 2569-653X
https://doi.org/10.32872/spb.v14i2.33399

https://www.psychopen.eu/


morality and control, two mixed model ANOVAs were conducted with judgments of control and
morality (either by the self or by a stranger) entered as a repeated measure dependent variable with
two levels and experimental group entered as a between subjects factor (see Table A.2 in Appendix
A).

Table A.2

The Effects of the Individual Morality and Control Threat on Morality and Control Self-evaluation Subscale of
Semantic Differential Measure and on Morality and Control Subscales of the Evaluation by a Stranger Scale

Variable

Baseline
(n = 43)

Morality threat
(n = 43)

Control threat
(n = 46)

M SD M SD M SD

Morality (own feelings) 3.91 0.87 3.81 0.85 3.84 0.96
Control (own feelings) 2.74a 1.41 3.32a 1.06 1.79b 0.88
Morality (evaluation by a stranger) 4.57a 0.97 4.31b 1.14 5.26c 1.01
Control (evaluation by a stranger) 3.78 1.54 3.32a 1.26 3.14b 1.52
Note. Means with differing subscripts (in each row) are significantly different at p < .05 (or lower) based on Bon‐
ferroni’s post hoc paired comparisons.

With regard to the semantic differential self-evaluation scale, the main effect of experimental group
was significant, F(2, 129) = 10.59, p < .001, ηp

2 = .14 and so was the main effect of the evaluation
subscale, F(1, 129) = 118.34, p < .001, ηp

2 = .48. As predicted, these main effects were qualified by a
significant interaction, F(2, 129) = 16.11, p < .001, ηp

2 = .20. Participants in the control deprivation
condition declared that they experienced emotions associated with control less than participants in
the morality threat (p < .001) and baseline (p < .001) conditions, who only marginally differed from
each other (p = .053). Contrary to our predictions, participants who were asked to remember their
immoral acts did not differ from participants in the other two conditions in terms of experiencing
morality-related feelings (all ps were highly insignificant and thus the Bonferroni adjustments yiel‐
ded only values of 1.000).3

The results were similar for evaluations by an imaginary stranger, although this time the main
effect for the experimental group was not significant F(2, 129) = 2.35, p = .100, ηp

2 = .04. The partici‐
pants believed that a stranger would rate them as significantly more moral than in control, F(1, 129)
= 19.59, p < .001, ηp

2 = .13. Again, these main effects were qualified by a significant interaction, F(2,
129) = 39.44, p < .001, ηp

2 = .38. Participants in the control deprivation condition reported that a
stranger would judge them to have significantly less control than participants in the morality dep‐
rivation condition (p < .001), but the comparison with the baseline group was not significant

3) We did create composite scores of all items loading on the morality and control factors (including the 2 competence
items) and repeated the mixed-design ANOVAs reported here for these two composite measures. The results for the
control dimension (inclusive of the “competent-incompetent” competence item did not change) while the results for
the morality dimension (inclusive of the “smart-stupid” competence item) actually became significant in the expected
direction – i.e., participants in the morality threat condition rated their own morality significantly lower than those
in the control threat and baseline conditions. However, as these latter effects were driven primarily by the “smart-
stupid” item, which arguably is not as strongly related to the concept of morality as judgments of what is right and
wrong, we decided not to report this result and focus on the pure morality dimension instead.
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(p = .099). The morality deprivation and baseline groups did not differ from each other (p = .246). In
terms of evaluations of morality, all groups were significantly different from one another. Specifi‐
cally, the morality deprivation group believed that a stranger would judge them to be significantly
less moral than both the control deprivation (p < .001) and the baseline group (p < .001). The con‐
trol threat group expected a stranger to rate them as significantly more moral than the baseline
group (p = .008).4

Conclusions

Overall, the pretest study results provided substantial support for the validity of the experimental
manipulation and showed that indeed recalling past states of morality and control threat resulted
in experiencing such threat. While the morality threat did not result in the expected shift in self-
evaluations on the morality dimension in Poland, we decided to keep this manipulation as it was
successful in Germany and also had the expected effect on the evaluation by a stranger measure.

In most comparisons, the baseline condition means were in between the means of the two oth‐
er conditions (morality and control threat). In order to make the baseline condition even more emo‐
tionally neutral in the main study, we decided to change its content for a description of an every‐
day habit.

4) We also excluded the 3 competence items from the first factor of the evaluation by a stranger scale factor solu‐
tion in order to create a composite score of high power (which is similar to high control) and entered this composite
measure as a third within-subjects dependent variable in a mixed-design ANOVA but the effect of the experimental
manipulation on this measure was not significant (p > .500).

Control Motivation and Interest in History 28

Social Psychological Bulletin | 2569-653X
https://doi.org/10.32872/spb.v14i2.33399

https://www.psychopen.eu/


Appendix B: Correlations Among All Items Comprising the Main
Dependent Variable – The Interest in History Scale in Studies 1 and 2
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