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Two Functions of Morality 

ABSTRACT:  Sometimes people cause harm accidentally; other times they attempt to cause harm, but 

fail.  How do ordinary people treat cases where intentions and outcomes are mismatched?  While 

people's judgments of moral wrongness depend overwhelmingly on an assessment of intent, their 

judgments of deserved punishment exhibit substantial reliance on accidental outcomes as well.  This 

pattern of behavior is present at an early age and consistent across both survey-based and behavioral 

economic paradigms. This raises a question about the function of our moral psychology: why do we 

judge moral wrongness and deserved punishment by different standards?   Models of the evolution of 

social behavior emphasize a reciprocal relationship between punishment and prosociality.  Punishment 

is worthwhile if it enforces prosociality; prosociality is worthwhile when enforced by punishment. This 

poses two functional challenges for an individual: determining what behaviors to punish in others, and 

determining which behaviors to perform oneself.  I present evidence that these distinct functional 

demands cause us to punish accidents, while not regarding them as wrongful. 


