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Moral Hypocrisy: An Opportunistic Adaptive Strategy
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Abstract: Moral hypocrisy refers to both the intrapersonal discrepancy between what individuals think is
moral and how they actually behave, and the interpersonal discrepancy between the acceptability of one’s
own moral transgression and the same one committed by others. Researchers usually comprehend moral
hypocrisy from moral motive, cognitive dissonance, and psychoanalysis perspectives, attribute deceit and
self—deception as indispensable parts of moral hypocrisy, and show that induced hypocrisy leads to attitude
or behavior change in line with individuals’ public commitment. From the perspective of evolutionary
psychology, moral hypocrisy is an opportunistic adaptive strategy, evolved in the group living situations,
motivating people to appear to be moral so that they are accepted by other in—group members and behave
immorally when they are not noticed by others to reap more survival and reproduction resources. Many
factors shape moral hypocrisy perception and judgment — specific emotions, power, presentation order of
statements and inconsistent behavior, cognitive control and individual difference variables. Intrapersonal
moral hypocrisy may entail self—deception, whereas interpersonal moral hypocrisy may entail deceit. Many
understudied factors which may also influence moral hypocrisy, such as narcissism, shame, Machiavellian
intelligence, emotion intelligence, and cultural variables, should be investigated in the future research.

Key words: moral hypocrisy; hypocrisy; moral judgment; cognitive dissonance; social cognition; evolutionary
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