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Dynamics of Moral Disengagement on 
• Children in Conflict With the Law 

Dessi Christanti 
Widya Mandala Catholic University 

christarigas@gmai I .com 

Abstract 
Criminal behavior that has been done by children in conflict with the law can be analyzed 
from moral angles. Children in conflict with the law had been studying the moral from the 
environment. That moral should serve as a code of conduct. But once, they were faced the 
situations that forced them to against their own moral standards and society standards. At that 
time, children in conflict with the law could justify their reason. That justification allowed 
them committed the offense. Bandura called this mechanism as moral disengagement. The 
aim of this study is going to know the dynamics of the process of moral disengagement when 
children in conflict with the law do criminal behavior. This study will use qualitative research 
design, specially instrumenal case studies. Research participants are children in conflict with 
the law particularly male , who are aged between 14 years old and 18 years old, has been found 
guilty by the court . Methods of data collection are using interview. Data will be analyzed 
using thematic analysis . 

Keywords: Dynamic, Moral Disengagement, Chi ldren in Conflict with the Law 

Introduction 
Violation of the law is not only done by adults, but also children and ado lescents. The number of 

children and adolescents who break the law in Indonesia based on data from ditjenpas in April 2015 are 
2, 720 inmates children consisting of 42 girls and 2,688 boys ( www.ditjenpas.go.id). Indonesian Child 
Protection Commission (KPAI) noted that the type of v iol ation committed by children ranging from 
theft to murder. Theft cases for example is the case of theft of flip-flops made by AAL aged 15 years 
(http ://www.kpai.go.id/ artikel/im p lemen tasi-restorasi-j ustice-dalam-penanganan-anak-bermasa lah­
d enga n-hu kum/). While in Casauk, Tangerang, there are two chi ldren who become specialists 
motorcycle thieves. A child who is 12 years old involved in the robbery of a house in the area of South 
Tangerang. 

Several children involved in the child abuse cases to murder. For example, the case of l 0-year-old 
SY persecute his friend named Renggo who are also 10 years old until death. Whereas in eastern 
Jakarta , three teenagers aged 14-16 years killed another tenager by slitting his throat. The reason for 
the murder was simpel, the actors felt hurt because was abused by the 
victim.(http ://www. kpai .go. id/berita/kpai-anak-terl i bat-kriminal itas-karena-terinspi rasi-1 i ngkungan­
tak-ramah-anak/) . 

Law of juvenile criminal justice system no. 11 year 2012 article 1 no. 3 states: 

Children in conflict with the law, hereinafter referred relah child is a child aged twelve 
( 12) years and under 18 (eighteen) years who allegedly committed the crime. 

Based on that law, children and adolescents who are suspected of criminal offenses, as the case 
put forward by KPAI called children in conflict with the law. 
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Criminal behavior that has been done by children in conflict with the law can be analyzed from 
various viewpoints. What kind of factors cause children to commit such acts. The probelm of childem 
in conflict wih the law can be analyzed in terms of morale. The word moral comes from the Latin "mos" 
and the plural is "mores", which means customs. Indonesian Dictionary (1989) defines moral as a 
sense morals, manners or decency. A sociologist named Smith (in Hitlin 2008) describes the moral as 
the orientation of the understanding of what is right and what is wrong, what is good and what is bad, 
valuable and worthless, fair and unfair is the standard for evaluating desires, decisions and individual 
choice. Thus, morality can be said as a matter oflife ofindividuals in the act 

Moral approach in analyzing unlawful behavior can use the theory of moral reasoning by 
Kohl berg ( 1995). Moral reasoning can be explained that possess a central role in decisions that involve 
moral. Some researchs showed that moral reasoning is indeed negatively conelated with misconduct 
for example delinquency (Wan, 2012; Velden Brugman, Booms, Koops, 2010) . Moral reasoning was 
also different between children in conflict with the law of male sex and children in conflict with the law 
are female. For example in the case of murder, the boy justify their behavior by claiming that it is fair to 
kill people who make mistakes or hurt their ego. While in girls, the reasons given are victims are 
criminals who will continue to commit crimes on others (Gomez, 2013). But then the moral reasoning 
described by Bandura back through self-regulatory mechanisms and moral disengagement (Bandura, 
A .; Barbaranelli, C .; Caprara, GV; & Pastorelli , C, 1996). 

Individuals have the moral in itself through interaction with the environment and through 
education in schools. In the theory of ecological systems, Brofenbrener ( 1979) says that the 
development of the individual is the result of interaction with the environment. Individuals are 
surrounded by a variety of environments . As Russian dolls , the environment can be described as a 
strncture consisting of several layers. Starting from the outermost layer, which is the most extensive 
public environment or the so-called macro system, then the environment exo system, meso system 
environment to a nearby neighborhood with individuals such as family called micro system. The fourth 
type of environment that interact and ultimately affect the individual. Individuals learn the moral of the 
four types of the environment. For example, individuals learn the values of honesty is a good thing can 
be started from a family which is a micro-system environment. But apart from the family, indi viduals 
also know that in his neighborhood (messo system and exo system) are also teaching that honesty was 
something wotihwhile. Jn macro system, customs and religious teachings also stressed honesty in 
behavior. In fact , state law states if someone does dishonesty, such corruption would be punished. Thus 
the individual will understand that honesty is i1nportant and dishonest acts can be sanctioned . 

Various individual moral is absorbed from the environment into the individual's moral standard 
that serves as a code of conduct. Individual also develop internal sanctions if he violates the moral 
standards. Individuals who adhered to the norms will avoid behavior that violates norms for fear of 
internal and external sanctions (Bandura, 1990.1999). But sometimes individual is dealing with 
situations that allow him to acts contrary to their own moral standards and moral society. At that time of 
the act conflicting moral , individual rationali zing so that they can commit the offense. Thi s mechani sm 

is called the moral disengagement (Bandura, 1990.1999). 
Moral disengagement can be defined as the process of cognition that involves rationalization and 

justification when individuals perform acts that deviate from the moral or ethical. Moral 
disengagement can be said is restruktrisasi cognitive deviant behavior. (Bandura, 1989) .Moral 
disengagement make individuals perform self-serving behavior that is contrary to the moral principles 
while individuals do not feel negative emotions such as guilt, or shame. So it can be said that through 
moral disengagement individuals to receive justification for doing something that does not have 
feelings of guilt or shame. Previous research shows that moral disengagement is negatively cone lated 
with feelings of guilt (Bandura, Barbaranelli, Caprara, & Pastorelli 1996). 

Basically every individual has the moral standard in her obtained through the internalization of 
the environment. This moral standards that guide the behavior of individuals. Individuals then develop 
self-regulatory in him. Through self-regulatory monitor individual behavior and the condition when 
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the behavior occurs, then the individual judging the behavior based on moral standards and the 
situation, the last set of behavior based on the consequences that accompany it. Individuals will adjust 
their behavior based on the sanctions that apply to themselves according to their own moral standards. 
But this moral standard will not function as a regulator of behavior until activated by individuals. 
Selective activation of moral standard can also be followed by moral sanctions neglect by individuals 
when individuals faced with a situation where individuals have violated the law (Bandura, 1990, 1999, 
2002 

Moral setting within the individual is actually not only intrapsychic process. Individuals will not 
be run automatically without involving moral factor of social reality. However moral behavior is the 
product of a relationship. Reciprocal between cognitive, affective and social influence (Bandura, 
2002). In the study of moral, in addition to the cognitive aspect also sh1died aspects of affective I 
emotional associated with morals. Moral emotion can be said to play an important role in the moral 
apparatus, affect the relationship between moral standards and moral behavior (Tangney, Stuewig, 
Mashek, 2007). Moral disengagement will lower feelings of guilt in the individual so that the 
individual easily conduct contraiy to moral behavior (Bandura, A.; Barbaranelli , C .; Caprara, GV; & 
Pastorelli, C, 1996). 

Moral justification 
Palliative comparison 
Euphemistic labelling 

Minimizing, ignoring 
or misconstruing the 
consequences 

I 

REPREHENSIBLE ----• DETRIMENTAL 
CONDUCT EFFECT 

I 

~------------------J 

Displacement of responsibility 

Diffusion of responsibility 

Figure 1: Moral Disengagement Mechanism 

Dehumanisation 
attribuion blame 

I 

VICTIM 

Figure 1 showns that in general moral disengagement can be done when people see that his action 
is a despicable act , the effect of his action is bad and there is victims . That three aspect is developed 
eight ways of moral disengagement: 

I . Moraljustification 
Moral disengagement may center on the moral justification for moral violations by 
individuals. So it can be said individuals do rasionalisation or looking for reasons that could 
justify his actions. 

2. Palliative comparison/advantegous camparison 
An act can be assessed based on a comparison with other works. Through this comparison, 
individuals can justify his actions because what he did is considered more valuable, more 
menguntngkan or lighter than other acts of moral offense. 
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3. Euphemistic labeling 

Language can be used to refine the act of violation committed by individuals . Euphemism 
has been used extensively to shape the perception of other people so cruel act which actually 
no longer sounded cruel. For example, people will perceive the individual is more cruel when 
reading the sentence "X has done persecution" than reading the phrase "X aggression" 

4. Displacement of responsibilty 

Individuals will be easier to perform acts that violate the law when they see such behavior on 
the orders of others . Thus the individual does not have to be responsible for the consequences 
of his actions. 

5. Diffusion ofresponsibility 

The role of the moral control may be weak if people feel terdapar vagueness ofresponsibility 
for unlawful acts. 

6. Disregard or Distortion of Consequences 
Another way to weaken the role of moral control so that individuals can easily do immoral 
action is to ignore or minimize the consequence of his actions. 

7. Dehumanization 

The way individuals perceive and appreciate others help determine whether an individual is 
able to commit inhumane acts or unlawful. 

8. Attribution of blame 
Blaming others (victims) and the environment is one of the events that are usually used when 
individuals perfom1 acts that violate the law or morals . 

Some research suggests that moral disengagement is one of the acts that violate the norms or 
rules. Moral disengagement has a direct correlation with aggressive behavior and correlates directly 
with juvenile delinquency (Bandura,.; Barbaranelli,.; Caprara,; & Pastore lli , 1996). Moral 
disengagement is also CO!Telated with the onset of criminal index. Moral disengagement is high then 
the younger indvidu dealing with police and violation of law (De Lisi , Peters, Dansby, Vaughn, Shook 
& Hochstetler, (2013 ). Research conducted by Kiriakidis, (2008) showed that children in conflict with 
the law has a moral disengagement higher than school children. the results of the study De Caroli , and 
Sagone, (2014) showed that boys adopt more moral disengagement than girls. it means that boys have a 
moral disengagement, which is higher than girls . Based on the results of the previous studi es, the 
current research is setting the boys in conflict with the law. 

Moral disengagement theory has been used extensively to understand why an individual can 
perform unlawful acts that harm others. Individual tends to make moral disengagement when he would 
do something wrong (Shu, LL; Gino, F, Bazerman, MH ; 2011 ). Several studies had also proved that 
moral disengagament positively correlated with acts that viol ate moral (Bandura, A. ; Barbaranelli , C .; 
Caprara, GV; & Pastorelli , C, 1996), positively correlated with bullying (Caravita, S.SC. Sijtsema, JJ , 
Rambaran. AJ, Gini, G .; 2014), and positively correlated with the tendency of individ ua ls to fight 
(Stevens , D , L. , Hardy, SA; 2011 ). One type of moral disengagement, dehuhamization played as a 
moderator variable between gang involvement in violent behavior (Alleyne, E., Fernandes, I., 
Pritchard, E .; 2014). 

Moral disengagement is influenced by various factors both internal , external and demographics. 
Internal factors related to moral disengagement, including the ability to problem solving is negatively 
correlated with moral disengagement (Coker, KL; Ikpe, UN; Brooks, JS ; Page, B .; Sobel, MB; 2014). 
Empathy also has a negative correlation with moral disengagement (Bandura,.; Barbaranelli,. ; 
Caprara,; & Pastorelli, 1996). Demographic factors through some research also correlated with moral 
disengagement. One of these is gender, men tend to have a higher moral disengagement than women 
(Cardwell , BC, Piquero, AR, Jennings, WG, Copes, H. , Schubert, CA, Mulvey, EP (2015). The 
influence of environmental factors shown through research that family environment can be the cause 
of Moral disengagement. this refers to the results ofresearch that family stress terbuti correlated with 
moral disengagement (De Lisi , Peters, Dansby, Vaughn, Shook & Hochstetler, (2013 ). 
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Environmental factors were found to be antecedent to moral disengagement. In social cognition 
theory Bandura (1999) it is stated that the behavior of individuals both pro and anti-social social is 
reciprokal relationship between behavior, co!_ nition and personal, and the environment. The statement 
in line with the theory of the ecological sys ten-. ofBrofenbrennner ( 1979). Thus the macro environment 
system, exo system, messo system and micro systems influence whether people do or do not moral 
disengagement. According to (Dhingra .; Debowski,. ; Sarah Hyland.; .; & Lola Palmer;. (2015) if 
violence is something that is common in the environment, then the children will learn to (a) use force to 
resolve the problem, for the defense themselves, to achieve the goal, not the things that violate moral 
standards, (b) to expect something positive use of violence is not immoral. Based on this research, 
individual adolescents will have moral disengagement are high when friends with individuals who 
have amoral disengagement high (Cara vita , S.SC, Sijtsema, JJ, Rambaran.AJ, Gini, G .; 2014). 

Under such exposure, it can be concluded that moral disengagement is the process ofbreaking the 
moral when individual faced the moral conflicts situations. This process of moral disengagement 
makes people suppress teir feelings of guilt so making it easier for individuals to commit moral 
offense. Moral disengagemen is influenced by external factors individuals. The conceptual framework 
proposed in this study are as follows: 

Faktor 
Lingkungan 

Proses Internal individu 

I-+ Moral Emosi/ 

disengag ...... Perasaan 

ement bersalah 

Figure 2: Conceptual Framework of the research 

Perilaku 
melanggar moral 

The general objective of this study was to determine the dynamics of the process of moral 
disengagement when children in conflict with the law do criminal behavior. In particular the research 
objectives can be broken down into: 

I , dete1mine the condition of a child's cognitive conflict with the law when confronted with a 
situation that allows them unlawful 

2. determine the condition of the affection of children in conflict with the law when confronted 
with a situation that allows them breaking the law 

3. know the kind of moral disengagement, which selected children in conflict the law 
4. determine the role of social environment in the process of moral disengagement 

Methods 
This study will use qualitative research designs instrumental case study. Expected results of this 

case study can be used to analyze other similar cases and enrich the moral disengagement theory. The 
phenomenon of this study is Moral disengagement of children in conflict with the law which is defined 
as the process of cognition of children in conflict with the law when individuals perform acts that 
deviate from the moral or ethical. 

Pa1iicipants of this research are children in conflict with the law with the following conditions : 
I . In accordance with Law of juvenile criminal justice system. 11 year 2012 article I no. 2 and 

Article 69 paragraph (2) the limit of the age of participants was 14 years old and not yet 18 
years old. 

2. It has been found guilty by the courts 
3. Male, it is based on research results that men have moral disengagement higher than women 
Data collection will be using interview techniques. Data analysis method use thematic analysis . 
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Conclusion 
Moral disengagement has been used extensively to understand why people break the rules or 

morals. Moral disengagement research on children in conflict with the law have also been carried out. 
Results of previous studies show that moral disengegament on children in conflict with the law due to 
internal and external factors . 
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