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1. Introduction 41 

Are we ever permitted to do what is wrong? To some, this would be a contradiction. We might be 42 

legally allowed to do what is morally wrong, but if something is morally wrong, then it is also 43 

morally impermissible. Yet, certain examples suggest otherwise. It seems morally wrong to waste 44 

food, but to say that wasting food is impermissible feels pedantic. It may be selfish or thoughtless, 45 

but you have a right to do what you want with your food. It’s yours, after all.  46 

 Some sophisticated normative theories make room for the possibility of permissible 47 

wrongdoing, or suberogatory behavior (Chisholm, 1963; Driver, 1992; Hurd, 1998). People 48 

sometimes underperform relative to moral standards without violating any imperatives. This might 49 

consist in behaving selfishly or callously toward others: this can be wrong, but it’s not forbidden. 50 

While the normative basis of the suberogatory is contested (Heyd, 1982; Ullmann-Margalit, 2011), 51 

the basic idea seems to resonate with some commonsense moral intuitions (Barbosa & Jiménez-52 

Leal, 2017; Dahl et al., 2020).  53 

From this, we might expect to find people sometimes dissociating moral valence (i.e., 54 

rightness/wrongness) and permissibility. However, there is little evidence for this dissociation. 55 

Many studies of moral judgment often use single measures and, therefore, do not shed light on the 56 

dissociations among categories of judgments (Malle, 2021). But even studies that include multiple 57 

measures have failed to find them. Cushman (2008) found that judgments of valence and 58 

permissibility are both sensitive to the same kind of mental state information. O’Hara et al. (2010) 59 

found that moral judgments of wrongness, inappropriateness, and impermissibility varied only 60 

marginally. The variation was so minor that O’Hara et al. concluded: “the influence of wording 61 

variations on moral judgments [is] negligible” (p. 552). Kneer and Machery (2019) likewise found 62 

that judgments of permissibility and valence for negligent behavior did not differ significantly in 63 
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either a between-subjects or within-subjects design. This limited evidence would suggest valence 64 

and impermissibility do not dissociate.  65 

In line with these results, some have argued on conceptual grounds that terms like 66 

‘forbidden’ or ‘wrong’ are probably linguistic variations of some homogenous moral category 67 

(Björklund, 2003; Cushman et al., 2006; Greene et al., 2001; Koenigs et al., 2012). Common sense 68 

moral judgment is likely not granular enough to reflect differences between being forbidden, 69 

impermissible, wrong, and so on, despite what some everyday examples or sophisticated theories 70 

might suggest. “Impermissible” and “wrong,” “obligatory” and “good” are, accordingly, linguistic 71 

variations conveying a singular mode of moral evaluation. 72 

Still, some recent evidence pushes back against this singular view of moral judgment. 73 

Voiklis et al. (2016) found that justifications for judgments of valence (i.e., goodness vs badness) 74 

and permissibility differed when evaluating responses to sacrificial dilemmas. Permissibility 75 

judgments more often appealed to consequences, while valence judgments appealed to mental 76 

agency. Dahl et al. (2020) presented participants with vignettes that depicted an agent deliberating 77 

about whether to help another individual. In situations where helping behavior would incur high 78 

cost for low benefits or where individuals had no relationship to those needing help, 48% of 79 

participants claimed that people should not help but that it would be okay to help. These responses 80 

were categorized as suberogatory by the researchers. However, because of how the suberogatory 81 

was operationalized (as ‘something that is OK to do but should not be done’), it is unclear whether 82 

participants were making these judgments in a moral register. For example, participants claimed 83 

that it was OK for a person on crutches to help someone who has fallen over, but that the individual 84 

should not help. Does this mean that it is wrong, but permissible, for a person on crutches to offer 85 

help? If so, why would it be morally wrong to help? The measures used by Dahl et al. make the 86 

results difficult to interpret whether participants are dissociating moral constructs. 87 
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1.1.A methodological issue? 88 

Malle (2021) offers two potential explanations for the absence of evidence for distinctions among 89 

categories of moral evaluation. First, he suggests that judgments of valence are typically made 90 

retrospectively, while judgments of permissibility are typically made prospectively. Because 91 

experimental stimuli often depict actions that have been done, participants might interpret 92 

permissibility probes as asking about valence, thereby washing out potential differences between 93 

the two. Second, Malle claims that valence and permissibility are categorical concepts, though 94 

researchers often provide continuous scales for their measurement. Thus, when asked to assess 95 

valence and permissibility as continuous variables, participants interpret them in terms of scalar 96 

constructs (e.g., blame or badness).  97 

We believe there is an alternative diagnosis. Our hypothesis is that many researchers have not 98 

used situations that might plausibly disentangle judgments of permissibility and valence. Thus, the 99 

lack of variability among categories of moral judgment might not be a measurement issue, as Malle 100 

suggests, but an artifact of the stimuli used to elicit moral judgments. To that end, we used different 101 

situations, where individuals face choices where every option is plausibly permissible, but some 102 

seem better or worse from a moral perspective. These situations, while being recognizable from 103 

everyday life, introduce a host of competing moral considerations related to people’s rights and the 104 

moral characteristics they exhibit while exercising them. In so far as these moral considerations 105 

can be pitted against each other, these dissociations become observable. 106 

Thus, in a way, we agree with Malle that current methodology is crucially limited. However, 107 

the issues of detecting dissociations among moral judgments goes beyond methodology (whether 108 

this refers to either materials or measurement). To the extent that commonsense morality not only 109 

makes demands of many different types, but also institutes a variety of entitlements (what people 110 
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have a right to do), moral evaluation is sensitive enough to carve distinctions between, for example, 111 

what counts as impermissible and what counts as wrong.  112 

 Let us be clear about this. Many moral judgments are remarkably simple: “That’s bad”, 113 

“You’re a true friend”, and so on. This simplicity might indicate that moral judgments are an 114 

expression of an underlying monolithic construct of moral propriety (either rightness or 115 

wrongness). Such an assumption is implicit even among frameworks that recognize distinct 116 

domains of morality, such as Shweder’s Big Three (Shweder et al., 1997) or Moral Foundations 117 

Theory (Haidt, 2001). For example, although Moral Foundations Theory recognizes that moral 118 

evaluation reflects different concerns (encapsulated in the foundations of care, loyalty, etc.), the 119 

theory characterizes moral evaluation in terms of the application of a unified concept of wrongness 120 

(Graham et al., 2013). In other words, care, sanctity, and loyalty violations are wrong for different 121 

reasons, but they are all still wrong.  122 

Consider now sophisticated turns of phrase, such as “You shouldn’t have done that”, “You 123 

weren’t supposed to do that”, and “You had no right to do that”. Some of the surface-level 124 

variability in the expressions of moral judgment corresponds to genuine variation in the content of 125 

those judgments. That is, independently of which specific actions are referred to here, judging that 126 

something shouldn’t have been done is different from saying that person was not morally permitted 127 

to do it. Each judgment, as the evidence we present below indicates, potentially responds to moral 128 

considerations that are not just thematically different (harm vs. loyalty) but are of a different 129 

normative kind.    130 

 131 

1.2.The suberogatory and supererogatory 132 

There has been ample discussion among philosophers regarding the possibility of 133 

supererogatory action (Archer, 2018). People can seemingly do things that, though admirable, are 134 
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not required (e.g., volunteering at a local animal shelter). Notably, if supererogatory action is 135 

possible, then the contrary also seems possible: people can do things that are loathsome without 136 

violating an obligation (Driver, 1992; Hurd, 1998). For example, someone might not offer to 137 

proctor the exam of a sick colleague despite being available. Suberogatory behavior is wrong, but 138 

not because one fails to discharge a duty; rather, suberogatory behavior seems wrong because it 139 

manifests something negative about one’s moral character. 140 

In failing to do a supererogatory action, one need not do something wrong. However, in 141 

some situations, failing to do a supererogatory action constitutes suberogatory behavior. If a tourist 142 

asks you for directions, you are completely within your rights to walk away without saying 143 

anything. Doing it, though permissible, is wrong, whereas helping is good despite not being 144 

required. People, then, sometimes encounter certain conflicts in their day-to-day experiences of 145 

morality: conflicts between equally permissible right and wrong options. These moral encounters 146 

(Monin et al, 2007) differ in their normative structure from the dilemmas typically used to study 147 

moral judgment, because every option is in principle permissible and people have the right to 148 

pursue each option (Sinnott-Armstrong, 1984; Christensen et al., 2014). However, it would be 149 

wrong to pursue some options. To this extent, using these encounters as stimuli offers a distinctive 150 

opportunity to study the granularity of moral judgment in everyday life. 151 

The evaluation of super- and suberogatory behavior provides additional nuance in the 152 

debate over whether moral judgments are act-based or person-based. Act-based models of moral 153 

judgment claim that such judgments are primarily evaluations of actions (Cushman, 2015; Malle 154 

et al., 2014; Malle, 2021). Person-based models of moral judgment claim that such judgments are 155 

primarily evaluations of enduring states of persons (Pizarro & Tanenbaum, 2012; Uhlmann et al., 156 

2015). If the suberogatory is represented in psychological categories of moral evaluation, this 157 
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would suggest that different judgments are keyed to different aspects of a situation. In this way, 158 

some judgments might tend to be more act-based (e.g., permissibility) while other judgments might 159 

tend to be more person-based (e.g., wrongness). In arguing for a more complex picture of moral 160 

judgment, we open the possibility that different kinds of information-processing characteristics 161 

underlie different forms of judgment.  162 

1.3. The present study 163 

The present study provides evidence that people sometimes judge wrong actions to be permissible. 164 

This, in turn, suggests that folk psychological categories of moral evaluation exhibit interesting 165 

dissociations that reflect relatively fine-grained distinctions among normative concepts (Bennis et 166 

al., 2010; Sinnott-Armstrong, 2016).  167 

This study provides insight into both the logic of moral judgment and the psychological 168 

structure of moral categories. It does so by addressing a methodological limitation in current 169 

research on moral judgment. Researchers typically ask participants to assess the perceived 170 

normative properties of a situation in terms of a single dimension, including: disapproval (Van 171 

Dillen et al., 2012), wrongness (Cheng et al., 2013; Schnall et al., 2008; Wheatley & Haidt, 2005), 172 

acceptability (Young et al., 2012; Greene et al., 2001a), and blameworthiness (Siegel et al., 2017; 173 

Young et al., 2010; Cushman, 2008). Even when researchers provide multiple measures, they 174 

instruct participants to interpret these various measures in terms of a single construct (Kahane et 175 

al. 2018, p.139). Here, we provide participants with multiple measures of moral judgment 176 

(wrongness or rightness, permissibility, and obligatoriness) without presuming that these measures 177 

map to the same underlying construct. 178 

 Experiments 1a and 1b found quantitative evidence that people distinguish between the 179 

badness or wrongness of an action and its permissibility across several scenarios. In Experiment 2, 180 
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we used vignettes that described scenarios involving harm adapted from classic philosophical 181 

thought experiments about abortion and property rights. We found the same pattern of dissociations 182 

in judgments of badness and permissibility. In Experiments 3 and 4 we tested directional 183 

hypotheses about potential drivers of this dissociation. In Experiment 3, we found that judgments 184 

about individual rights predicted judgments of permissibility for suberogatory behavior, but do not 185 

predict judgments about valence (rightness or wrongness) or responsibility (praise or blame). In 186 

Experiment 4, we found that judgments about character predicted judgments of valence but not 187 

judgments of permissibility. This is preliminary evidence that judgments of permissibility track 188 

perceived individual rights, while judgments of wrongness track character evaluations. 189 

 We preregistered Experiments 1a, 2, 3, and 4 to clearly establish design and analysis plans 190 

and distinguish the confirmatory and exploratory aspects of our research. Materials, data, and code 191 

for all experiments are available on the OSF page of the project (https://osf.io/jp7tg/). The IRB of 192 

the Universidad de los Andes approved this study. 193 

 194 

2. Experiment 1a 195 

2.1.Methods 196 

2.1.1. Participants 197 

We recruited 311 participants through Prolific Academic (Mage = 32.77, SDage = 11.2, 60% female). 198 

Sample size was determined through an a priori power analysis using G*Power software for a 199 

mixed ANOVA. We switched to using linear mixed models after collecting data given the problems 200 

of repeated measures analyses with independence and distributional assumptions (Singmann & 201 

Kellen, 2019). Our sample size, however, is consistent with 95% power to detect small effects (d 202 
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= 0.21) based on a two-tailed one-sample t-test at standard error thresholds, which is the primary 203 

analysis used in this experiment. 204 

2.1.2. Materials and procedure 205 

Each vignette, adapted from Driver (1992), described an individual faced with a choice between a 206 

suberogatory and a supererogatory option. Additionally, to account for possible asymmetries 207 

between actions and omissions (Haidt & Baron, 1996), we created action and omission versions of 208 

each scenario. This generated eight vignettes, described below (suberogatory versions in brackets): 209 

 210 

Newlyweds: Two newlyweds are boarding a plane to go on their honeymoon. Because 211 

of a booking error by the airline, the couple does not have seats together. They ask 212 

someone, already seated, if they would switch seats so the couple could sit together. 213 

The passenger switches seats, and the newlyweds can sit together [The passenger does 214 

not switch seats, and the newlyweds have to sit separately]. 215 

 216 

Kidney: Alex is suffering from severe kidney failure and Alex’s only hope is to obtain 217 

a transplanted kidney. Alex’s cousin, Jamie, is the only known compatible donor. 218 

Jamie offers to donate the kidney to Alex (Jamie does not offer to donate the kidney 219 

to Alex]. 220 

 221 

Mowing: Early one Sunday morning when the neighbors are usually sleeping, Sam 222 

notices that the lawn needs to be mowed. Although it is his property and it would be 223 

inconvenient to do it later, he decides to not mow the lawn. He knows that starting the 224 

lawn mower will probably wake up the neighbors [Even though he knows that starting 225 

the lawn mower will probably wake up the neighbors, he does it anyway. It’s his 226 

property and it will be inconvenient to mow the lawn later]. 227 

 228 

Raffle: During the Christmas party, the secretary publicly announced the results of the 229 

office raffle: “Congratulations to Alex, who has won the trip for two to Disney World. 230 
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She can come up front to claim her prize or she can let a cash equivalent go to a 231 

hurricane relief fund.” After hearing the news, Alex looked excited: “Even though I 232 

have the winning ticket and Disney World sounds fun, I am going to donate the prize 233 

to one of the charities” [After hearing the news, Alex looked excited: “I have the 234 

winning ticket! Even though I don’t really care much about Disney World, I am going 235 

to claim the prize anyway”]. 236 

 237 

Participants were presented with an action and omission version of both suberogatory and 238 

supererogatory behavior. For each vignette, participants were asked to make three judgments using 239 

100-pt. sliders anchored at the midpoint: 240 

 241 

Permissibility: To what extent do you consider [condition-specific behavior] to be morally 242 

permissible or impermissible? (0 = Impermissible, 50 = Neither permissible nor 243 

impermissible, 100 = Permissible).1 244 

Valence: To what extent do you consider [condition-specific behavior] to be morally good 245 

or bad? (0 = Bad, 50 = Neither good nor bad, 100 = Good). 246 

Obligatory: To what extent do you consider [condition-specific behavior] to be optional or 247 

obligatory? (0 = Optional, 50 = Neither optional nor obligatory, 100 = Obligatory). 248 

 249 

All items were randomized across trials. 250 

 251 

2.1.3. Data analysis approach 252 

 
1 We interpreted 50 as an indifference point. Experiments 3 and 4 replicate similar patterns among different judgments 
using different midpoints (Unsure/Not a clear case). This suggests that participants treat the midpoints as indifference 
points in each experiment. 
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Linear mixed-effects models were fitted with the lme4 package (Bates et al., 2015; R Core Team, 253 

2022). Per our pre-registered analysis plan, participants and vignettes were modelled as random 254 

factors to allow generalizing beyond our specific sample and materials (Baayen et al., 2008). We 255 

calculated a model for each judgment category (valence, permissibility and obligatoriness) and 256 

entered Erogation Category, Situation Type and their interaction as fixed effects, where categorical 257 

predictors were effect-coded to be able to estimate their main effect (Singmann & Kellen, 2019). 258 

We followed a maximal-to-minimal modelling process (Barr et al., 2013) so that if a model failed 259 

to converge, we eliminated the random intercepts closer to zero (Barr et al., 2013; Brauer & Curtin, 260 

2018; Meteyard & Davies, 2020).  261 

We reported the fixed model estimates and pairwise comparisons using the emmeans package 262 

in R (Lenth, 2020) with degrees of freedom calculated with the Kenward Roger method and p-263 

values corrected with the Tukey method. For Experiments 1a/b and 2, our primary analyses consist 264 

of comparing mean-centered responses to an ‘indifference point’. This reflects an attempt to infer 265 

categorical claims (e.g., about what participants judge to be wrong or permissible or impermissible) 266 

from continuous data.  267 

We do not report effect sizes for individual model terms since there is no widely accepted 268 

method of calculating them for linear mixed models.  Confidence intervals for non-standardized 269 

simple differences are reported for ease of understanding and the precise structure of each model 270 

are stored in the OSF repository. All reported analyses were preregistered unless otherwise 271 

specified. 272 

2.2.Results 273 

Results are summarized in Table 1 and Figures 1 and 2. We centered participants’ ratings around 274 

the overall mean of all scores (53.5), so that negative scores represent ratings beyond the 275 
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indifference point along each dimension pole. (e.g., negative permissibility scores indicate 276 

judgments of impermissibility, while positive permissibility scores indicate judgments of 277 

permissibility). 278 

People distinguished between badness and permissibility. Suberogatory behaviors were, on 279 

average, considered bad (MGood = -17.05, 95% CI [-24.32, -9.78]) and permissible (MPermissible = 280 

8.58, 95% CI [1.32, 15.85]). Supererogatory behaviors, on the other hand, were considered good 281 

(MGood = -32.80, 95% CI [25.39, 40.21]) and permissible (MGood = 28.36, 95% CI [20.95, 35.78]). 282 

Supererogatory behaviors were rated as more permissible than suberogatory behaviors (t(1369) =-283 

13.10, p < .001, Mdiff = -19.78). Evidence for similar dissociations among badness and 284 

permissibility did not emerge when participants judged sacrificial dilemmas (see Supplementary 285 

Materials §2). 286 

Both sub- and supererogatory behaviors were considered similarly non-obligatory 287 

(Suberogatory MOblig = -22.65, 95% CI [-30.07, -15.24] and Supererogatory MOblig = - 30.12,  95% 288 

CI [-37.39, -22.86])  The effect of manipulating the type of response (action vs omission) was small 289 

and only significant for the Good/Bad dimension (See Table 1).  290 

 291 
Figure 1  292 

Mean Scores by Judgment Type and Erogation condition.  293 



Wrongness and permissibility 

 13 

 294 

Note: Average scores by Erogation condition only. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals. 295 
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Table 1.     

Estimates and 95% Confidence intervals for fixed effects for Experiments 1a, 1b, and 2 

Note: Interaction terms were fitted for all models with two fixed effects but are not reported since none of 
them were significant. Full estimates are reported in the supplementary materials for each Experiment. 
** p <0.001; *p<0.05; -- Parameter not estimated. Fixed effects represent overall difference between 
conditions. 
 

Responses varied across vignettes (see Figure 2). For example, while donating a kidney to a cousin 

is considered better and more permissible than not donating a kidney, the same pattern does not 

hold in the raffle scenario. In this case, both options are equally permissible, but donating the raffle 

    Experiment 1a   Experiment 1b   Experiment 2   

Supererogatory vs 

Suberogatory  

Good 

(Right) 49.85 ** 29.15 
 

47.58 ** 

 
  47.06 – 52.64   26.46 – 31.84   45.06 – 50.10 

 

 
Permissible  19.78 ** 15.76 ** 21.53 ** 

 
  16.94 – 22.62   13.21 – 18.31   18.89 – 24.17 

 

 
Obligatory 7.47 ** 6.93 ** -0.3 

 

 
  4.47 – 10.46   3.96 – 9.89   -3.33 – -2.72 

 
    

 
  

 
   

 
Actions vs 

Omission 

Good 

(Right) 7.33 ** 9.25 ** -- ** 

    5.07 – 9.59   6.81 –11.69   -- 
 

 
Permissible  1.29   0.25   -- * 

 
  -2.49 – -5.06   -3.19 – 3.69   -- 

 

 
Obligatory -0.39   -0.82   -- ** 

 
  -4.84 – -4.06   -4.72 – 3.08   --  
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prize is better than not. Supererogatory responses elicit more positive evaluations, but the degree 

of difference might be a function of the local norms for each situation.  

 

Figure 2. Mean Scores by Judgment type and scenario.  

 

Note: Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals 

2.3. Discussion 

We found quantifiable differences between distinct evaluative categories employed in moral 

judgment. Judgments of permissibility and badness dissociate for suberogatory behavior. While 

both types of behavior are considered permissible, supererogatory behaviors are considered good 

while suberogatory behaviors are considered bad. These behaviors are also non-obligatory, and 

superogatory behavior was evaluated more positively than suberogatory behavior was negatively. 
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3. Experiment 1b 

In Experiment 1a, we found evidence that judgments of badness dissociate from judgments of 

permissibility. But it might be doubted whether these are moral judgments. Badness can apply to 

many different undesirable things, but wrongness implies the violation of a moral norm (Malle, 

2021). To rule out this possibility, we conducted another study asking participants to evaluate 

wrongness. 

3.1.Methods 

3.1.1. Participants 

320 participants were recruited using the same sample size rationale as Experiment 1a. 318 

participants completed the task through Academic Prolific (Mage = 33.1, SDage = 11.2, 61% 

female).  

3.1.2. Materials and Procedure 

Materials and procedure were identical to Experiment 1a with one exception: participants rated 

behaviors in terms of rightness or wrongness rather than goodness or badness. 

3.2.Results 

Participants clearly distinguished between wrongness and permissibility for suberogatory 

behaviors. Suberogatory behaviors were judged to be wrong (Suberogatory MRight = -7.98, 95% CI 

[-12.1, -3.84]), though participants also considered them permissible (MPermissible = 13.0, 95% CI 

[2.01, 23.9]); see Table 1 and Figure 4). Supererogatory behaviors were rated as significantly more 

permissible than suberogatory behaviors (t(316) =-12.96, p < .001, Mdiff = -15.8, CI [-15.50, -

10.41]). 
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Response patterns resembled Experiment 1a. Both behaviors were considered optional to 

a similar degree (Suberogatory MOblig = -30.9, SE = 3.09, 95% CI [-42.4, -19.5] and. 

Supererogatory MOblig = - 24.0, SE = 3.21, 95% CI [-34.7, -13.3])). Actions were considered more 

right than omissions (See Table 1) and scenario variation was nearly identical (see supplementary 

materials).  

 

Figure 3 

Mean Scores by Judgment Type and Erogation condition.  

 

Note: Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals 

 

3.3. Discussion 

In Experiment 1a, participants distinguished between the badness and permissibility of some 

behavior. In Experiment 1b, participants distinguished between the wrongness and permissibility 
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of those same behaviors. The results of these experiments suggest that supererogatory and 

suberogatory behaviors are both considered permissible, though supererogatory behaviors are 

considered right, while suberogatory behaviors are considered wrong. 

 But do people distinguish wrongness and permissibility for moral behaviors? Our 

situations might seem to pit self-interest against prosocial behavior or prudence against 

convenience, but they do not obviously involve harm. If moral transgressions imply that harm is 

caused (Gray & Schein, 2015), then perhaps suberogatory behaviors reflect prudential or 

conventional wrongness rather than moral wrongness.  

To address this criticism, we conducted another study with two modifications. First, we 

used alternative vignettes that plausibly involve causing harm. Second, we included measures of 

praise and blame, which are prototypically treated as measures of moral judgments (Malle et al., 

2014). If people tend to attribute blame to suberogatory behavior and praise to supererogatory 

behavior, then people likely view these as moral behaviors. 

4. Experiment 2 

4.1.Methods 

4.1.1. Participants 

We recruited 316 participants (Mage = 33.30, SDage = 10.8, 51% female) from Academic Prolific. 

Sample size was set to reproduce results from Experiments 1a and 1b using a within-subjects 

design. 

4.1.2. Materials and procedure 

We constructed two new scenarios based on thought experiments from Thomson (1971) and 

Nozick (1974). The scenarios are described below (suberogatory version in brackets): 
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Violinist2: Alex is driving home from work on the highway when she gets into an 

accident that knocks her unconscious. When she wakes up, she finds herself in a 

hospital bed. She’s also connected to another individual through a series of wires 

and tubes. A doctor enters the room and explains to Alex that she is fine, but the 

individual she’s connected to suffered some severe damage to internal organs. Alex 

has the right blood type to help, and—since she was unconscious—the doctor 

decided to connect Alex to keep the other individual alive for the time being. The 

doctor explains that Alex can unplug herself if she chooses, but the individual will 

most likely die. The individual will recover from these injuries in about a month 

(give or take a few days), after which time Alex can unplug herself and leave. After 

a few hours of pondering what to do, Alex decides to stay plugged in for the month 

[to unplug herself]. 

 

Well: Jones finds a large freshwater source on his property, so he digs a well as a 

way of claiming the water. A few weeks later, the town where he lives begins 

experiencing a drought, which was completely unpredictable. Town representatives 

visit Jones to ask whether they can use his water to alleviate some of the drought. 

Without Jones’ help, the town will likely run out of water in a few days. If Jones 

donates some of his water, however, he might experience the effects of the drought 

in the unlikely event that the drought prolongs for too long. After considering what 

to do, Jones decides to offer his water [declines to offer his water]. 

To test variation against a known benchmark, we included the Newlyweds scenario 

from Experiments 1a and 1b. Participants saw each vignette (presented in random order). 

Each participant was randomly assigned to see either the supererogatory or suberogatory 

condition. Participants completed items used in Experiment 1a along with an item about 

blameworthiness (0 = praiseworthy, 50 = neither praiseworthy nor blameworthy, 100 = 

 
2 We used “Violinist” as a nod to Thomson’s (1971) original case, which involved kidnapping someone to sustain an 
injured violinist. We removed references to violinists because of its well-known connection to debates about abortion. 
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blameworthy). Participants offered open responses to explain their ratings (as in 

Christensen et al., 2014), though these responses were not analyzed in the current study. 

4.2.Results 

Suberogatory behaviors were rated as bad (M = -16.12, 95% CI [-18.68, -13.15]) but also 

permissible (M = 14.33, 95% CI [11.76, 16.90]). Supererogatory behaviors were judged to 

be more permissible than suberogatory behaviors (Mdiff = -18.85, t(303) = -9.3, p < .001) 

but similarly non-obligatory (Supererogatory M = -22.1, 95% CI [-24.8, -19.5] vs 

Suberogatory M = -23.7, 95% CI [-26.3, -21.0]) (see Figure 4). 

Participants also considered suberogatory behavior to be blameworthy (M = 13.82, 

95% CI[11.25, 16.38]), while supererogatory responses deserved praise (M = -35.39, 95% 

CI [-37.93, 32.85]).   
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Figure 4 

A. Average scores by judgment type and condition. B. Average scores by Scenario.  

 

 

Note: Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals 

 

Asymmetry for the Good/Bad scores was virtually identical for the Violinist and Well scenarios 

compared with the Newlyweds benchmark (Figure 4B). The same asymmetry is observed for the 

Blame/Praise evaluations. 

5.3 Discussion 

Participants again dissociated badness and permissibility even for behaviors that plausibly cause 

harm. Moreover, people attributed blame for suberogatory behavior and praise for supererogatory 

behavior, suggesting that engaging in these behaviors is viewed as warranting negative and 

positive personal evaluations. 

5. Experiment 3 
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Experiments 1 and 2 show that people recognize that some wrong actions are morally permissible, 

indicating the dissociability of these categories. Experiment 3 examines some situational 

properties that might mediate this dissociation. Some moral philosophers who defend the 

possibility of suberogatory action suggest that such behavior reflects the morally problematic 

exercise of individual rights (Hurd, 1998). For example, people have a right to keep their seat, 

even when doing so is seen as rude (Driver, 1992). Likewise, people have a right to bodily 

autonomy, even if not relinquishing some of that autonomy would mean that another person dies 

(Thomson, 1971). From this, we predicted that judgments of permissibility would track judgments 

of individual rights.  

We also found in Experiments 1 and 2 that suberogatory actions are considered blameworthy, 

while corresponding supererogatory actions tend to be regarded as praiseworthy. Some have 

argued that supererogatory behavior is morally exceptional, a positive deviation from what is 

frequent or more intense than expected (Lawn et al., 2022). If this is true, judgments of praise 

should predictably reflect underlying judgments about what we expect of others, where 

supererogatory behavior is considered uncommon. Conversely, suberogatory behaviors might 

merit blame because they fall short of our expectations. 

 

6.1 Methods 

6.1.1 Participants 

We recruited 240 participants on Prolific (Mage = 38.65, SDage = 13.9, 50% female). Because we 

tested new hypotheses, we did not have an estimate for effect sizes to determine sample size 

through a power analysis. Instead, we based sample size on our previous studies. We pre-registered 

our sample size before data collection and no data were analyzed prior to stopping data collection. 
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Per our pre-registered exclusion criteria, 3 participants were excluded for self-reported distraction 

during the task (N = 237). Given the number of participants and structure of the models used in 

our analyses, post-hoc sensitivity tests computed using G*Power software indicated that we 

achieved 95% power to detect medium-sized effects (f2 = .11).  

 

6.1.2 Materials and procedure 

Materials were identical to Experiment 2. Participants viewed either the suberogatory or 

supererogatory version of each vignette. Situations were randomized across participants. For each 

situation, participants were asked to make 6 judgments using 100-pt. sliders anchored at the 

midpoint (midpoint = ‘Unsure / Not a clear case’): 

Wrong: To what extent do you consider [the behavior] to be morally right or wrong? (0 = 
Wrong, 100 = Right) 

 
Obligatory: To what extent do you consider [the behavior] to be morally obligatory or 

optional? (0 = Obligatory, 100 = Optional) 
 
Blame: To what extent do you consider [the behavior] to be morally praiseworthy or 

blameworthy? (0 = Blameworthy, 100 = Praiseworthy) 
 
Permissibility: To what extent do you consider [the behavior] to be morally permissible or 

impermissible? (0 = Impermissible, 100 = Permissible) 
 
Rights: To what extent does [person] have the right to [behave this way]? (0 = Definitely 

does NOT have the right, 100 = Definitely DOES have the right) 
 
Expectation: Do you predict that people would [behave this way]? (0 = Definitely NOT, 

100 = Definitely YES) 
 

The first four questions were presented randomly and were followed by rights and expectations 

items. For each question, situation-relevant descriptions were provided. The Expectation judgment 

always referred to predictions about whether people would behave as the individual in the vignette 

does. 
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6.2 Results 

Suberogatory behaviors were rated as wrong (M = -8.27, 95% CI[-11.6, -4.91) and permissible (M 

= 23.0, 95% CI[11.1, 34.8], though participants were unsure about whether these behaviors merited 

blame (M = 2.68, 95% CI[-5.18, 10.5]. Supererogatory behaviors were judged to be just as 

permissible as suberogatory behaviors (Mdiff  = 3.65, t(695) = 1.69, p = .09, d = 0.21, 95% CI[-

0.03, 0.46]) and just as morally non-obligatory (Mdiff = -1.49, t(660) = -0.69, p = .49, d = -0.06, 

95% CI[-0.22, 0.16]) (see Figure 5). 
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Figure 5. Judgments by condition in Experiment 3. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals. 
 

 We found no evidence that participants attributed greater rights to individuals who engaged 

in suberogatory compared to supererogatory behavior (Mdiff = 0.15, t(649) = -0.09, p = .92, d = 

0.01, 95% CI[-0.16, 0.17]). However, while participants were uncertain about whether others will 

engage in suberogatory behavior (M = -0.82, SE = 2.13, 95% CI[-7.54, 5.91]), they tended to 

expect that others would engage in supererogatory behavior (M = 14.15, SE = 2.11, 95% CI[7.36, 

20.94]).   

To assess the relationship between judgments of rights and judgments of permissibility, we 

computed hierarchical linear regressions to predict judgments of permissibility from judgments of 

rights across condition (suberogatory vs. supererogatory). The model also included a term for 

wrongness, blame, and their interaction, as well as interactions between blame, rights, and 

behavioral type. Participants and vignettes were coded as random effects. 

 Judgments of rights had significant partial effects in the model (b = 4.21, p < .001, 95% 

CI[2.75, 5.68], qualified by an interaction with behavioral type (b = -3.30, p = .02, 95% CI[-6.17, 

-0.43]) (see Figure 6). While increased judgments of rights predicted greater judgments of 

permissibility, the effect was stronger for suberogatory behavior compared to supererogatory 

behavior. 
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 296 

Figure 7. Model estimates for permissibility (Panel A) and wrongness (Panel B) as a function of 297 
perceived rights for Experiment 4. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals. 298 
 299 

 300 

We also computed a hierarchical linear regression to predict judgments of praise and blame from 301 

predictions of how others would behave across different behavioral types. Based on our 302 
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preregistered analysis plan, we also included terms for permissibility, individual rights, and 303 

obligation, as well as the interaction between obligation and condition. 304 

 There was no evidence for an effect of expectation on judgments of blame and praise (b = 305 

-1.15, p = .07, 95% CI[-2.38, 0.08]). Valence (b = 16.83, p < .001, 95% CI[14.90, 18.77]) and 306 

permissibility (b = 5.18, p < .001, 95% CI[3.43, 6.92]) both had significant partial effects in the 307 

model: as participants judged some action to be more right or permissible, they judged it to be 308 

more praiseworthy, while judging an action to be more wrong or impermissible predicted stronger 309 

judgments of blame. There was also an interaction between behavioral condition and obligation (b 310 

= 3.29, p = .01, 95% CI[0.80, 5.77]): As participants perceived supererogatory behavior to be more 311 

non-obligatory, they tended to attribute more praise, though judgments of blame did not change as 312 

a function of perceived obligatoriness or optionality of the behavior. 313 

 Because we failed to support the prediction that judgments of praise would be associated 314 

with varying levels of expectation about whether others would engage in supererogatory behavior, 315 

we wanted to explore further the relationship between expectation and other kinds of judgments, 316 

especially judgments of valence. The model to predict judgments of valence included all measures 317 

and interactions, with participants and vignettes coded as random effects. Expectation (b= 2.78, p 318 

< .001, 95% CI[1.57, 3.98]), responsibility (b = 16.42, p < .001, 95% CI[14.42, 18.43]), and 319 

permissibility (b = 2.78, p < .001, 95% CI[1.57, 3.98]) all had significant partial effects on valence: 320 

stronger expectation, greater praise, and increased judgments of permissibility all predicted 321 

stronger judgments of rightness (whereas lower expectations, greater blame, and lower judgments 322 

of permissibility all predicted stronger judgments of wrongness). There was no evidence that 323 

judgments of individual rights had significant partial effects on judgments of valence (b = -0.22, 324 
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p = .73, 95% CI[-1.44, 1.01]). There was also a significant interaction between vignette type and 325 

obligation (b = -5.96, p < .001, 95% CI[-8.58, -3.35]).  326 

 327 

6.3 Discussion 328 

Experiment 3 replicated the pattern of dissociations among judgments. These results also extend 329 

the findings of Experiments 1 and 2 by providing evidence for a distinctive situational property—330 

individual rights—underlying judgments of permissibility but not judgments of valence or 331 

praise/blame. Permissibility, then, is partly a function of what rights one seems to have. However, 332 

these rights do not seem to inform judgments of valence or praise/blame. This provides part of a 333 

sensible interpretation of what people mean when they judge that some behavior is permissible but 334 

wrong: some behaviors are wrong despite it being within our rights to act in this way.  335 

 This leaves open the question of what people mean when they judge suberogatory 336 

behaviors to be wrong and supererogatory behaviors to be right. In a preliminary experiment (see 337 

Supplementary Materials §1), when participants provided open descriptions of suberogatory and 338 

supererogatory behaviors, they often used character descriptions (selfish, rude, kind, generous, 339 

etc.). We hypothesized that judgments of valence might track the degree to which some behavior 340 

is seen as manifesting good or bad character. To test this, we conducted another experiment. 341 

 Our results also indicated that supererogatory behaviors were not considered to exceed 342 

people’s expectations. This shows that, although some morally exceptional behaviors might be 343 

considered supererogatory, the supererogatory need not be regarded as exceptional.  344 

 345 

6. Experiment 4 346 

6.1 Methods 347 
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6.1.1 Participants 348 

260 participants were recruited on Academic Prolific. Sample size was computed using the 349 

mixedpower package in R (Kumle, Võ, & Draschkow, 2021). Based on the coefficients of fixed 350 

effects from models used in Experiment 3, we simulated 1000 models for 50, 90, 140, 180, 220, 351 

260, and 300 participants. The simulation used a t-value of 2 as a threshold for significance. 260 352 

participants provided 86% power to detect effect sizes that matched the smallest effects identified 353 

in previous studies. 4 participants were excluded for failing a pre-registered attention check (N = 354 

256; Mage = 37.52, SDage = 13.5, 49% female). 355 

 356 

6.1.2 Materials and procedures 357 

Materials and procedure were identical to Experiment 3 with one exception: instead of an item 358 

about perceived rights, participants responded to a question about character: 359 

Character: Is [condition-specific behavior] the kind of thing a good or bad person would 360 
do? 0 = A bad person would DEFINITELY do this, 50 = Unsure / Not a clear case; 361 
100 = A good person would DEFINITELY do this) 362 

 363 

6.2 Results 364 

Figure 7 summarizes judgments across all vignette types.  365 
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 366 

Figure 7. Judgments by condition in Experiment 5. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals. 367 
 368 

Participants judged suberogatory behaviors to be wrong, blameworthy, and permissible, while 369 

supererogatory behaviors were judged to be right, praiseworthy, and permissible. Notably, 370 

participants were more confident that supererogatory behavior is something a good person would 371 

do than that suberogatory behavior is something a bad person would do (t(754) = -13.56, p < .001, 372 

d = -1.57, 95% CI[-1.81, -1.33]). 373 

 To assess the relationship between judgments of character and judgments of valence, we 374 

computed hierarchical linear regressions to predict judgments of valence from judgments of 375 

character across behavioral types (suberogatory vs. supererogatory). The model also included a 376 
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term for obligation, praise/blame, permissibility, expectation, and the interactions between these 377 

and behavioral type. Participants and vignettes were coded as random effects. 378 

 Judgments of character had significant partial effects in the model (b = 7.50, p < .001, 95% 379 

CI[5.47, 9.52], qualified by an interaction with behavioral type (b = 8.03, p < .001, 95% CI[4.00, 380 

12.05]) (see Figure 8). As people perceived behavior to be something a bad person would definitely 381 

do, the behavior was judged to be more wrong. As people perceived behavior to be something a 382 

good person would definitely do, the behavior was judged to be more right, though the effect was 383 

stronger for supererogatory behavior. Moreover, we found evidence that judgments of wrongness 384 

partially mediated the effect of character assessments on judgments of blame (see Supplementary 385 

Materials §3). 386 

 387 
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Figure 8. Model estimates for wrongness as a function of character assessments across condition 388 
in Experiment 4. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals. 389 
 390 

 391 

To assess how judgments of character are related to judgments of permissibility, we fitted a 392 

hierarchical linear model for predicting permissibility from character, behavioral type, obligation, 393 

valence, praise/blame, and expectation, as well as two-way interactions between these terms and 394 

behavioral type. Judgments of character did not have significant partial effects in the model (b = 395 

1.48, p = .23, 95% CI[-0.94, 3.90]). 396 

 397 

 398 

6.3 Discussion 399 

Experiment 3 found evidence that judgments of individual rights predicted judgments of 400 

permissibility but not judgments of valence or praise/blame. Experiment 4 found evidence that 401 

judgments of character predicted judgments of valence but not judgments of permissibility. This 402 

partly explains why judgments of wrongness and permissibility might dissociate. Sometimes, we 403 

have the right to do things, but in exercising those rights we might manifest bad character. 404 

 405 
7. General Discussion 406 

To some, it seems intuitive that people are sometimes morally permitted to do what is morally 407 

wrong. Across 4 experiments, we found evidence that some situations allow for a variety of 408 

distinctions among relevant folk-conceptual categories of evaluation. These are situations in which 409 

the normative space of evaluation is defined not only by considerations about the moral valence 410 

of certain behaviors (i.e., their rightness or wrongness), but also by considerations regarding the 411 

things people have a right to do. Experiments 1 and 2 showed dissociations between permissibility, 412 
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obligatoriness, valence (rightness/wrongness), and praise/blame, even among actions with harmful 413 

consequences. Experiments 3 and 4 indicated that judgments of permissibility—but not valence—414 

are related to perceived individual rights, while judgments of valence—but not permissibility—415 

are related to character assessments associated with the behavior in question. This, in turn, makes 416 

sense of the responses observed in exploratory experiments (see Supplementary Materials §§1-2). 417 

People sometimes have the right to do things that manifest bad character. Having the right explains 418 

why the behavior is considered permissible, but the fact that this behavior manifests negative 419 

character traits explains why the behavior is considered wrong.  420 

 One upshot of these results is that different categories of moral evaluation track different 421 

ways of appraising a situation. This cuts against a view that differences between categories are 422 

negligible (O’Hara et al., 2010) or linguistic variations on a common underlying construct (Hauser, 423 

2006). Interestingly, we found that permissibility and wrongness are dissociable. This raises the 424 

question of what participants communicate in making a judgment of permissibility. Our results 425 

suggest that participants use permissibility judgments to acknowledge an entitlement to engage in 426 

the behavior. However, our results do not allow further interpretation of this result. Outstanding 427 

questions include whether universalization guides permissibility judgments (Levine et al., 2022) 428 

and whether permissibility or wrongness judgments are more psychologically fundamental. These 429 

questions should be pursued in future research. 430 

 The results of Experiments 3 and 4 suggest general conditions under which wrongness and 431 

permissibility dissociate. As we found, judgments of permissibility are a function of the rights 432 

people seem to have. However, people have the right to behave in certain ways, even if the right 433 

can be exercised in a selfish or otherwise vicious manner. In these situations, we expect that 434 
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judgments of permissibility and wrongness dissociate because each is tracking different moral 435 

aspects of the situations: what the person is entitled to do versus their character.   436 

Many of the vignettes used in our experiments involve people making decisions about what 437 

they own (raffle winnings, water, body parts, etc.) and how to exercise rights of ownership 438 

(Nichols & Thrasher, 2023). But permissible wrongdoing extends beyond how people exercise 439 

rights of ownership. Potential examples include refusing to thank a server for bringing food, or not 440 

offering support to a colleague falsely accused of wrongdoing. We predict that these are cases of 441 

permissible wrongdoing, but it is unclear whether the underlying rights concern ownership. 442 

Instead, the common thread is that each person does something that is within their autonomy to do 443 

or not.  444 

 This points to a different implication of our results. The results reported above cut against 445 

the seemingly intuitive idea that whatever is morally wrong is morally impermissible. Instead, we 446 

found that some morally wrong behaviors are allowed. This indicates a constraint on permissibility 447 

and entitlement that does not extend to wrongness. That is, people consider something wrong to 448 

the extent that it manifests some objectionable trait or motive that reflects one’s concern for others. 449 

But it is permissible for people to manifest some of these traits or motives insofar as we cannot 450 

demand that people alter these traits or motives without violating their autonomy. For instance, we 451 

do not think it is obligatory to be thankful or supportive, because the point of thanking and 452 

supporting others is to do it when there is no obligation. This does not mean that any demands are 453 

illegitimate. We can require people not to lie, steal, or kill in cold blood. For other things that we 454 

find wrong, we can request of people not to do them but cannot require them not to do them. In 455 

other words, when you refuse to switch seats with someone, they can find other ways to appeal to 456 
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you, but they cannot make legitimate demands that you switch. For instance, they can blame them 457 

for not doing it. 458 

 Thus, we speculate that suberogatory and superogatory behaviors reveal an 459 

underappreciated dimension of the moral life. We are sometimes placed in situations where 460 

multiple options are permissible, but some are better or worse, morally speaking. To respect 461 

individual autonomy, we cannot disallow the worse options despite recognizing that pursuing such 462 

options cultivates vice, or make the better alternatives obligatory. Importantly, situations of this 463 

kind and the behaviors they afford need not be (and typically are not) considered exceptional 464 

(Lawn et al., 2022). You do nothing extraordinary when you kindly switch seats with someone, 465 

even if it was not required of you. 466 

 Finally, we focused on situations of permissible wrongdoing. But the reverse is possible, 467 

where the right thing to do is impermissible (Uhlmann et al., 2013). This reveals a different facet 468 

of the moral life: we are sometimes placed in situations where the world forces a choice between 469 

two bad options, such as a trolley driver deciding whether to kill one person or let five people die 470 

or a hospital administrator deliberating about whether to divert resources to save a patient or 471 

purchase essential resources for future operations. People tend to think that in these dilemmas, the 472 

right thing to do is maximize benefits while minimizing costs (Rosas et al., 2023). However, 473 

nobody is entitled to kill a person or intentionally divert resources from those in need. Thus, there 474 

could be situations where the right thing to do is impermissible. Between these two dissociations, 475 

it seems that we can sometimes demand that people get their hands dirty although we cannot 476 

demand that people always keep their hands clean. Such is the paradox of autonomous agents 477 

attempting to get along with each other in an imperfect world.     478 
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 Our goal in this paper was to begin sketching a more complex picture of how different 479 

moral categories interact to account for observed moral judgments. To that end, we systematically 480 

tested for dissociations among these categories across a wide range of situations. We also identified 481 

distinct situational properties that are related to different kinds of judgments, which explains when 482 

these judgments are likely to dissociate. 483 

8.1 Methodology 484 

 As noted in the Introduction, Malle (2021) suggests that the absence of evidence for 485 

dissociability among different categories might be driven by two factors. First, judgments of 486 

wrongness and permissibility have distinctive prototypical temporal orientations, but researchers 487 

often ask participants to evaluate situations that have already occurred. Thus, participants end up 488 

interpreting valence and permissibility in terms of the same construct. Second, some moral 489 

concepts are binary, but researchers often provide measurements in terms of scales. Possibly, 490 

participants interpret questions about permissibility and obligation in terms of valence to interpret 491 

them in scalar terms. 492 

Our results raise questions about these conjectures. Although the scenarios used in our 493 

experiments depicted actions that had already occurred, we identified differences between 494 

judgments of permissibility and valence. Moreover, these results were robust over several different 495 

experiments. We also provided scales for participants to register different judgments and identified 496 

significant differences between ratings of obligation, permissibility, and valence, some of which 497 

Malle claimed to be binary concepts. Thus, while we agree with Malle that dissociations between 498 

different evaluative categories should be explored more systematically, we disagree with his 499 

proposal as to why research on moral judgment has so far failed to consistently find interesting 500 

dissociations among a variety of moral judgments. Rather than being primarily an issue of 501 



Wrongness and permissibility 

 37 

measurement, we think it is an issue of the normative structure of the situations thought to be 502 

relevant to study moral judgment, some of which obviously translates into the materials used.  503 

8.2 Moral encounters 504 

Identifying dissociations among categories of moral judgment seems to require different kinds of 505 

stimuli than those typically used in experimental moral psychology. Researchers often use 506 

sacrificial dilemmas, such as trolley dilemmas to evoke judgments of wrongness, blame, and 507 

permissibility. However, these dilemmas often consist in pitting categorical norms against each 508 

other. Hence, depending upon which norms are endorsed by participants, they will tend to regard 509 

some as good and permissible and others as wrong and impermissible. The dissociations we found 510 

here would consequently go unnoticed.  511 

The stimuli used in our experiments are not dilemmas, though they do invoke conflicts of 512 

a different kind. The key feature of our stimuli is that they depict situations in which the options 513 

available are permissible because acting one way or other is within people’s rights. But the valence 514 

of the available options differs; choosing one as opposed to the other manifests either good or bad 515 

character. The moral conflicts presented here, therefore, are not structured around choosing 516 

between two systems of norms (e.g. deonotology vs. consequentialism). They are instead 517 

structured around the morally problematic ways we can sometimes exercise our rights. Further 518 

work should attempt to systematically vary these features of situations to better understand the 519 

causal relationships between character inference, rights, permissibility, and wrongness. 520 

8.3 Complexity 521 

Some psychologists have mentioned the need for using new measures in studying moral judgment 522 

(Uhlmann et al., 2015), arguing that folk-psychological categories of judgment are fundamentally 523 
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directed at personal evaluation rather than behavior evaluation. Accordingly, they argue that the 524 

content of such judgments consists mainly in aretaic rather than deontic concepts.  525 

Our results show the importance of expanding which measures are considered relevant to 526 

study the psychology of moral judgments. People show an interest in personal evaluation when 527 

making different kinds of moral judgments, where judgments of permissibility and valence seem 528 

anchored to distinct aspects of persons. This does not show that commonsense concepts of moral 529 

evaluation are primarily aretaic, but it does show that deontic and aretaic concepts are intertwined 530 

in the production of moral judgment. Providing a complete model of how these are related and 531 

how they affect different dimensions of moral evaluation is, obviously, a task for which more 532 

evidence is required.  533 

Some researchers have attempted to identify scenarios that elicit other dissociations of 534 

moral evaluations. Behaviors that evoke disgust or violate norms of purity are sometimes claimed 535 

to dissociate judgments of harm from judgments of wrongness (Haidt et al., 1993; Horberg et al., 536 

2009; Mooijman et al., 2018). These disgusting behaviors are commonly claimed to fall under a 537 

unified moral foundation of Purity or Sanctity (Graham et al., 2018). However, there has been 538 

substantial discussion about whether and to what extent purity forms a coherent moral category 539 

(Gray et al., 2022; Fitouchi et al., 2023). Some have argued that judgments in this domain are 540 

primarily driven by statistical abnormality and that, controlling for these abnormalities, one finds 541 

that purity violations are no longer considered morally wrong (Gray & Keeney, 2015). This is a 542 

dispute about whether considerations of harm (a causal upshot of behavior) explains most or all of 543 

what people find wrong about some actions. Our claim is different: we are not arguing about the 544 

explanatory relationship between judgments of wrongness and the considerations motivating such 545 

judgments; rather, we are arguing about the relationship between two different kinds of judgments. 546 
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This is a distinct argument because one could plausibly identify suberogatory behavior under a 547 

variety of different moral categories. 548 

Finally, although folk conceptualizations of rights are part of commonsense morality, to 549 

our knowledge there has not been any systematic attempt to explain how considerations of 550 

individual rights, in particular of the rights of wrongdoers (as opposed to their victims), impact 551 

moral evaluation. Our results show that once we expand the study of moral judgement to include 552 

different kinds of moral encounters, these considerations might make a difference in the observed 553 

judgements.  554 

 555 
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