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The Fact That We Regularly Judge The Moral Permissibility Of Actions As Well As Assess The
Goodness Of highlights a fundamental aspect of human cognition and social interaction. From everyday
decisions to complex philosophical debates, humans constantly evaluate actions not only for their
ethical correctness but also for their overall positive or negative value. This dual tendency reveals
much about how we understand morality, happiness, and the nature of a good life. Exploring this
phenomenon involves examining the philosophical underpinnings of moral judgment, the differences
and overlaps between moral and evaluative assessments, and the implications for individual and

societal well-being.

Understanding Moral Judgment and Evaluation

What Is Moral Judgment?

Moral judgment refers to the process by which individuals determine whether an action is right or
wrong, just or unjust, based on ethical principles or moral standards. It involves applying normative

criteria to assess the morality of specific behaviors or decisions.

Key features of moral judgment include:



- Normative nature: It involves prescriptive standards about how one should or should not act.
- Universal implications: Often regarded as having universal or culturally relative validity.
- Intent and consequence: Moral evaluations consider both the intent behind actions and their

outcomes.

What Is Evaluative Assessment of Goodness?

Evaluative assessments, on the other hand, focus on the overall worth, desirability, or positive/negative
quality of actions, outcomes, or states of affairs. These assessments are broader and not necessarily
constrained by strict moral rules.

Characteristics of evaluative judgments:

- Descriptive and prescriptive: They describe what is valued and prescribe what should be valued.

- Subjective and cultural variability: What is considered good or desirable can vary greatly across

individuals and cultures.

- Focus on well-being: Often tied to happiness, fulfillment, or life satisfaction.

The Interplay Between Moral and Evaluative Judgments

Points of Convergence

Despite their differences, moral judgments and assessments of goodness frequently overlap:

- Moral actions are often deemed good: Actions that conform to moral standards are usually viewed



positively.
- Moral virtues as good qualities: Traits like honesty, kindness, and justice are both morally
commendable and generally seen as good.

- Shared foundation in human well-being: Both judgments aim to promote or reflect human flourishing.

Points of Divergence

However, the two types of judgments can diverge in significant ways:

- Moral permissibility versus personal preference: An action may be morally permissible but not
necessarily considered good from a personal evaluative standpoint.

- Cultural differences: What one culture deems morally permissible or good may differ in another.

- Complexity of moral dilemmas: Some actions might be morally permissible but result in outcomes

considered bad or undesirable.

Philosophical Perspectives on Judging Actions and Goodness

Deontological Ethics

Deontological theories emphasize the inherent morality of actions based on adherence to rules or

duties, regardless of outcomes.

- Key idea: Certain actions are morally permissible or impermissible based on their intrinsic nature.
- Implication: Moral permissibility is judged independently of whether an action results in good or bad

consequences.



Consequentialism and Utilitarianism

Consequentialist theories evaluate actions based on their outcomes, emphasizing the maximization of

overall good.
- Key idea: An action’s moral permissibility depends on whether it produces the greatest good.

- Implication: Goodness and morality are interconnected; moral actions are those that lead to positive

consequences.

Virtue Ethics

Virtue ethics centers on the character of the moral agent rather than specific actions.

- Key idea: Moral worth is linked to virtues such as courage, temperance, and justice.

- Implication: Actions are judged good or bad based on whether they express virtuous traits.

The Psychological Basis for Moral and Evaluative Judgments

The Human Tendency to Judge

Humans are innately inclined to evaluate their actions and those of others, which serves important

social functions:

- Social cohesion: Judgments reinforce shared norms and values.
- Conflict resolution: Moral and evaluative assessments help mediate disputes.

- Self-regulation: They guide individuals toward morally and morally desirable behaviors.



Neuroscientific Insights

Research indicates different brain regions are involved in moral versus evaluative judgments:
- Moral judgments: Engage areas associated with emotion and social cognition, such as the

ventromedial prefrontal cortex.

- Evaluative judgments: Involve regions linked to reward and pleasure, like the nucleus accumbens.

Implications of Judging Both Morally and Evaluatively

Personal Decision-Making

Recognizing the distinction and relationship between moral and evaluative judgments helps individuals

make more informed decisions:

- Balancing ethics and personal values: An action might be morally permissible but not align with
personal happiness.
- Avoiding moral licensing: Just because an action is morally acceptable doesn’t mean it’s good for

one’s well-being.

Societal and Cultural Impact

Societies rely on both types of judgments to function smoothly:

- Legal systems: Often codify moral standards into laws.
- Cultural norms: Shape collective evaluations of what is good or desirable.

- Policy-making: Requires balancing moral principles with societal well-being.



Challenges and Criticisms

Subjectivity and Relativism

Both moral and evaluative judgments are subject to personal and cultural biases:

- Moral relativism: The view that moral standards are culturally dependent.

- Evaluative subjectivity: What one considers good may not be universal.

Potential Conflicts

Conflicts arise when moral permissibility contradicts evaluative assessments:

- Example: An action may be morally permissible but lead to negative outcomes, prompting questions
about its overall goodness.

- Resolution strategies: Require nuanced judgments considering context and broader values.

Conclusion: The Significance of Judging Both Morally and

Evaluatively

The fact that we regularly judge actions both in terms of their moral permissibility and their goodness
underscores the complexity of human moral psychology. It reflects our innate desire to create a just
society and lead fulfilling lives. While these judgments often reinforce each other—good actions tend to
be moral, and moral actions are generally good—they can also diverge, revealing tensions and
dilemmas that challenge our understanding of ethics and well-being. Recognizing this dual evaluative

process enhances our capacity for moral reflection, personal growth, and social harmony. It invites us



to consider not only what is right but also what is desirable, ultimately fostering a more holistic

approach to ethical living and human flourishing.

Frequently Asked Questions

Why do people tend to judge the moral permissibility of actions
separately from assessing their overall goodness?

People often differentiate between the morality of an action and its overall goodness because moral
judgments relate to right and wrong based on ethical principles, while assessing goodness considers
the positive outcomes or benefits. This separation helps in making nuanced evaluations about actions,

such as recognizing that an action might be beneficial but still morally questionable.

How does cultural context influence our judgments of the moral
permissibility of actions?

Cultural context shapes our moral judgments by influencing the values, norms, and beliefs we hold.
What is considered morally permissible in one culture might be viewed as wrong in another, affecting

how we assess the morality of actions and their societal acceptability.

Can an action be morally permissible but considered bad in terms of
its consequences?

Yes. An action can be morally permissible if it aligns with ethical principles or rules, yet its
consequences might be negative, leading to a judgment that while the action was morally acceptable,

it resulted in undesirable outcomes or harm.

What role do moral emotions like guilt or shame play in our



assessment of actions' moral permissibility?

Moral emotions such as guilt or shame serve as internal signals guiding our judgments about the
morality of actions. They help individuals evaluate whether their behavior aligns with moral standards,

influencing both moral permissibility assessments and evaluations of goodness.

How do utilitarian and deontological perspectives differ in judging the
morality and goodness of actions?

Utilitarianism judges actions based on their outcomes, assessing goodness by the amount of
happiness or utility they produce, while deontology focuses on adherence to moral duties or rules,
judging actions as permissible or not regardless of consequences. Both perspectives influence how we

evaluate moral permissibility and goodness.

What challenges arise when trying to assess both the moral
permissibility and the goodness of complex actions?

Complex actions often involve conflicting moral principles and multifaceted consequences, making it
difficult to determine whether they are morally permissible and genuinely good. Balancing competing

interests and predicting outcomes adds to the challenge of comprehensive moral assessment.

How does the concept of moral luck influence our judgments of
actions' moral permissibility and goodness?

Moral luck refers to factors beyond an individual's control affecting moral judgments. It can influence
how we perceive the permissibility and goodness of actions, as outcomes shaped by luck might alter

our assessments, raising questions about fairness and moral responsibility.



Additional Resources

The Fact That We Regularly Judge The Moral Permissibility Of Actions As Well As Assess The
Goodness Of—a statement that captures a fundamental aspect of human moral cognition. From
everyday decisions to complex ethical dilemmas, humans consistently evaluate not only whether
actions are morally permissible but also how good or bad their consequences may be. This dual
capacity to judge both the morality and the goodness of actions underscores the richness and
complexity of moral reasoning, revealing that ethics is not a monolithic domain but a layered process
involving multiple evaluative standards. In this article, we will explore why humans judge both the
moral permissibility and the goodness of actions, how these assessments are interconnected yet

distinct, and what this reveals about our moral psychology, philosophy, and societal functioning.

Understanding Moral Judgments and Evaluative Standards

What Does It Mean to Judge Morally Permissible Actions?

When we judge an action as morally permissible, we are essentially asking: Is it acceptable within the
moral framework we subscribe to? This evaluation involves considerations of rights, duties, fairness,
and social norms. For example, helping a friend in need may generally be judged as morally
permissible because it aligns with values like compassion and loyalty. Conversely, actions like theft or
lying are often judged as morally impermissible because they violate principles of honesty or respect

for property.

Key features of moral permissibility judgments include:

- Normative standards: These are moral rules or principles (e.g., "Do not lie," "Respect others’
autonomy") that guide assessments.

- Context sensitivity: The permissibility of an action can vary depending on circumstances, intentions,
and cultural norms.

- Universal considerations: Many moral judgments are influenced by universal norms, though



interpretations differ across cultures and individuals.

What Does It Mean to Assess the Goodness of Actions?

Assessing the goodness of actions involves evaluating their outcomes, intentions, or overall
contribution to well-being. This dimension is often associated with consequentialist ethics, where the
moral worth of an action is judged based on its results. For instance, a doctor saving multiple lives

may be considered 'good' because of the positive outcomes.

Core aspects of assessing goodness include:

- Consequential evaluation: Focusing on the results or benefits produced.

- Intention and motive: Considering whether the actor's motives align with moral virtues.

- Holistic assessment: Combining various factors—outcomes, intentions, context—to arrive at a

judgment.

The Interplay Between Morality and Goodness

How Are These Judgments Related?

While they are distinct, judgments about moral permissibility and goodness frequently influence each

other. For example:

- An action deemed morally permissible may be judged as morally good if it produces positive
outcomes.
- Conversely, an action might be morally permissible but not particularly 'good' if it results in minimal

benefit or has questionable motives.

Examples illustrating their relationship:



- Helping a stranger: Usually morally permissible and considered good because it benefits others.

- Lying to save someone's feelings: Might be morally permissible (e.g., white lies) but not necessarily
judged as good if it undermines honesty.

- Harmful but permissible actions: For instance, tolerating a necessary but unpleasant medical

procedure—permissible but perhaps not seen as 'good' in terms of comfort or well-being.

Do They Serve Different Psychological Functions?

Psychologically, humans seem to have different cognitive mechanisms for judging morality versus

evaluating goodness:

- Moral judgments often involve quick, intuitive processes—what psychologists call moral
heuristics—tied to social cohesion and cooperation.
- Goodness assessments may involve more deliberate, outcome-focused reasoning, especially in

complex or consequentialist contexts.

This distinction supports theories suggesting that morality and evaluation of goodness, although

interconnected, serve different adaptive functions in social life.

Philosophical Foundations of Moral and Goodness Judgments

Ethical Theories Explaining These Judgments

Various philosophical frameworks shed light on why humans judge both the permissibility and

goodness of actions:

- Deontological ethics: Focuses on duties, rights, and rules. Moral permissibility is central, with less
emphasis on outcomes.

- Consequentialism: Emphasizes the goodness of outcomes, assessing actions based on their utility or



benefits.
- Virtue ethics: Considers whether actions express moral virtues, blending morality with character

assessment.

Theories on the Duality of Moral Evaluation

Some philosophers argue that moral permissibility and goodness are fundamentally intertwined, while

others see them as distinct:
- Moral Pluralism: Recognizes multiple standards—some emphasizing rights and duties, others focusing
on outcomes.

- Integrative models: Propose that moral judgments involve an integrated assessment where

permissibility and goodness inform each other.

Practical Implications of Judging Morality and Goodness

In Personal Decision-Making

Humans often navigate complex moral landscapes by simultaneously considering whether an action is

permissible and whether it is good:

- Balancing rules and outcomes: For example, choosing to tell the truth (permissible) but doing so

kindly (good).

- Moral dilemmas: Situations where permissible actions may conflict with what is considered good,

requiring nuanced judgment.

In Societal and Legal Contexts

Laws, policies, and social norms are built upon these evaluations:



- Legal permissibility: Defined by statutes, often aligning with moral standards but not always identical.
- Moral consensus: Societies strive for common judgments about what is permissible and what is
good, though disagreements persist.

In Ethical Leadership and Policy

Leaders and policymakers must weigh moral permissibility against the potential goodness or harm of

their decisions, often facing trade-offs:

- Implementing controversial policies that are legally permissible but may be morally questionable or

vice versa.

- Promoting social programs that are morally justified but economically challenging.

The Psychological Underpinnings of Moral and Goodness Judgments

Cognitive and Emotional Processes

Research suggests that moral judgments are often driven by:

- Intuitive emotions: Feelings like guilt, anger, or compassion.

- Cognitive reasoning: Rational processes that evaluate principles and consequences.

Similarly, assessing goodness involves:

- Empathy: The capacity to understand and share others’ feelings.

- Forward-looking reasoning: Anticipating future benefits or harms.

Cultural and Social Influences



Cultural norms heavily influence judgments:

- What one culture considers morally permissible or good may differ significantly from another.

- Social learning and shared narratives shape collective standards for morality and goodness.

Challenges and Critiques

Moral Relativism and Subjectivity

One challenge is the variability in moral and goodness judgments:

- Are these judgments universally valid, or are they culturally constructed?

- How do we resolve conflicts between different moral standards?

The Potential for Conflicting Judgments

Situations may arise where what is morally permissible conflicts with what is considered good:

- E.g., legally permissible but socially harmful actions.

- Ethical dilemmas like the trolley problem illustrate such conflicts.

Overemphasis on Certain Standards

Some critics argue that emphasizing either morality or goodness alone can lead to:

- Moral rigidity or permissiveness: ignoring the nuance of human situations.

- Utilitarian reductionism: oversimplifying morality to only outcomes.



Conclusion: Why Both Judgments Matter

The fact that humans regularly judge the moral permissibility of actions as well as assess the
goodness of those actions reflects the layered complexity of moral cognition. These evaluative

processes serve vital functions:

- Ensuring social cooperation and cohesion through adherence to shared norms.
- Promoting well-being and positive outcomes within communities.

- Facilitating moral development and ethical reflection.

Understanding the interplay between these judgments helps us navigate personal choices, legal
frameworks, and societal norms more thoughtfully. Recognizing their distinctions and connections
encourages a more nuanced approach to ethics—one that balances rules, virtues, and consequences

in our ongoing pursuit of a just and compassionate society.
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