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1. Linking Ethics to Moral Psychology: Dual-
Process Theories

In the previous lecture, we were mostly concerned with the use of empiri-
cal claims about moral psychology within ethical arguments. Now we turn
to whether discoveries about moral psychology can be used to undermine
ethical arguments from the outside.

If you are short of time this week, go straight to Greene contra Ethics (sec-
tion §3), consider the outline of the argument and the implications. Then
review sections associated with any of the premises you are unsure about.
Optionally consider Conclusion: Guesses Aren’t Evidence (section §8). Done.

1.1. Introduction
The target for the whole lecture is Kagan’s view:

‘When I have an intuition it seems to me that something is the
case, and so I am defeasibly justified in believing that things are
as they appear to me to be. That fact [...] opens the door to the
possibility of moral knowledge. (Kagan 2023, p. 167)

In this lecture, we will consider an objection to Kagan’s position based
on a loose reconstruction of Greene’s argument for the claim (as I put it)
that discoveries in moral psychology reveal that not-justified-inferentially
premises about particular moral scenarios cannot be used in ethical argu-
ments (Greene 2014).

If Greene is right, the methods of Foot (see Foot and Trolley Cases: Kant Was
Wrong in Lecture 06), Kamm (see Singer vs Kamm on Distance in Lecture 06)
and Thomson (see Thomson’s Other Method of Trolley Cases in Lecture 06) are
all misguided, along with many other philosophical arguments in ethics.

We will also eventually (but not in this lecture) examine Greene’s further,
logically independent contention that his argument supports the application
of some kind of broadly consequentialist ethical theory to unfamiliar prob-
lems.

1.2. Relation to Lecture 06

This lecture does not depend on Lecture 06 (as I anticipate that you may skip
one or the other of these lectures) but you may find it helpful to relate the
two.

The key contrast is this: in Lecture 06, we were concerned with the use of
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empirical claims about moral psychology within ethical arguments. We con-
sidered attempts to show that moral psychology is relevant to ethics which
rely on some philosophers’ approaches being broadly correct. In this lecture,
our concern is with whether discoveries in moral psychology can undermine
the case for accepting non-empirical premises of ethical arguments from the
outside. We will consider attempts to show that moral psychology is relevant
to ethics which rely on some philosophers’ approaches being substantially
misguided.

To assist in understanding the contrast, a recap may be helpful ...

1.3. Relation to Lecture 08

The theory introduced in this lecture has a complex relation to evidence. We
will better explore this in the next lecture (because this one is focussed on
the theory rather than on the evidence).

1.4. Recap of Lecture 06

Some arguments for ethical principles rely on noninferentially justified
premises about particular moral scenarios. Among these arguments, some
are straightforwardly undermined or supported by discoveries in moral psy-
chology (see Foot and Trolley Cases: Kant Was Wrong in Lecture 06 and Singer
vs Kamm on Distance in Lecture 06). Other arguments have no straight-
forward relation to discoveries in moral psychology (see Thomson’s Other
Method of Trolley Cases in Lecture 06). Further, invoking discoveries about
framing effects does not, by itself at least, appear to create significant chal-
lenges (see Framing Effects: Emotion and Order of Presentation in Lecture 06).

Greene’s argument, if correct, shows that discoveries in moral psychology
are, after all, relevant to evaluating Thomson’s argument.

In Lecture 06, we considered framing effects (see Framing Effects: Emotion
and Order of Presentation in Lecture 06). Greene’s argument requires a deeper
understanding of the processes underpinning ethical judgements than do
arguments from framing effects.

2. Debunking Arguments

Debunking arguments aim to show that our moral judgements are not sen-
sitive to moral truth.

Here is a sample debunking argument based on Singer (Singer 1972):
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1. On reflection, many people judge that not acting in Near
Alone is worse than not Acting in Far Alone.

2. The difference in judgements is due to the difference in dis-
tance between the agent and the victim.

3. The difference in distance is not morally relevant.

4. Therefore, at least one of the judgements about Near Alone
or Far Alone is wrong.

We have seen that premise 2 is actually wrong (in Singer vs Kamm on Distance
in Lecture 06; see Nagel & Waldmann (2013)). But for the sake of illustration,
I want to pretend that premise 2 is true. (I just want to illustrate the form of
a debunking argument without introducing a new example.)

In general, a debunking argument aims to undermine one or more moral
intuitions by identifying a factor that influences those moral intuitions but
is not morally relevant.

Note that this debunking argument depends a premise about which factors
are morally relevant (namely premise 3). This is a feature of many debunking
arguments:

‘To say that a particular psychological process does not track
moral truth is to say that the process generates judgments which
are not subjunctively sensitive to certain moral properties. We
cannot say this without making some moral judgments our-
selves’ (Rini 2016, p. 682, my emphasis; see further Rini 2017,
1443%).

It follows that whether discoveries about moral psychology can change our
moral beliefs depends on questions that have to be resolved by doing ethics.

Rini argues that this leads to a regress:

‘nearly any attempt to debunk a particular moral judgment on
grounds of its psychological cause risks triggering a regress, be-
cause a debunking argument must involve moral evaluation of
the psychological cause—and this evaluation is itself then sub-

! In this passage, Rini cites Nagel (1997, p. 105) in support of the view that discoveries about

moral psychology cannot ‘change our moral beliefs’. Note that the paragraph she cites
from ends with a much weaker claim opposing ‘any blanket attempt to displace, defuse,
or subjectivize’ moral concerns. Further, Nagel’s essay starts with the observation that
moral reasoning ‘is easily subject to distortion by morally irrelevant factors ... as well as
outright error’ (Nagel 1997, p. 101). So while one of Nagel’s assertions supports Rini’s
interpretation, it is unclear to me that Rini is right about Nagel’s considered position. But
I could easily be wrong.
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ject to psychological investigation and moral evaluation, and so
on’ (Rini 2016, p. 676). (See also Horne & Livengood (2017, §3)
on ordering effects and scepticism.)

Is Rini’s objection successful? In the rest of the course I will assume it is. I
will therefore consider an alternative kind of argument, one that does not
face Rini’s objection. But if you can show that Rini’s objection fails, that
would be a useful contribution.

3. Greene contra Ethics

Do discoveries in moral psychology reveal that not-justified-inferentially
premises about particular moral scenarios cannot be used in ethical argu-
ments? This section outlines a loose reconstruction of one strand of Greene
(2014)’s argument which, if successful, shows that the answer is yes.

Greene (2014)’s argument has been interpreted in a variety of ways, and has
ambitious aims (including establishing that a broadly consequentialist theory
is preferable to any deontological theory). Since Greene’s argument has been
the target of several objections, our strategy will be first to consider whether
we can craft a loose reconstruction of one strand of the argument which aims
to establish a conclusion more modest than Greene’s own (although one with
interesting implications). If that succeeds, we may then consider whether
further arguments for Greene’s more ambitious conclusions succeed.

3.1. Argument Outline

1. Ethical judgements are explained by a dual-process theory,
which distinguishes faster from slower processes (see A
Dual Process Theory of Ethical Judgement (section §4)).

2. Faster processes are unreliable in unfamiliar situations (see
Cognitive Miracles: When Are Fast Processes Unreliable?
(section §5)).

3. Therefore, we should not rely on faster process in unfamil-
iar situations [from 2].

4. When philosophers rely on not-justified-inferentially premises,
they are relying on faster processes (see What Is the Role
of Fast Processes In Not-Justified-Inferentially Judgements?
(section §6)).

5. The moral scenarios philosophers consider are unfamiliar
situations (see Which Moral Scenarios Are Unfamiliar? (sec-
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tion §7)).

6. Therefore, not-justified-inferentially premises about par-
ticular moral scenarios cannot be used in ethical argu-
ments where the aim is to establish knowledge of their con-
clusions [from 3, 4 and 5].

3.2. Implications

The above argument implies that Thomson’s method of trolley cases is mis-
guided (see Thomson’s Other Method of Trolley Cases in Lecture 06), along
with many other philosophical arguments in ethics.

The above argument, if successful, also implies a complication for Kagans’s
view about moral intuitions (introduced in Linking Ethics to Moral Psychol-
ogy: Dual-Process Theories (section §1)):

‘When I have an intuition it seems to me that something is the
case, and so [ am defeasibly justified in believing that things are
as they appear to me to be. That fact [...] opens the door to the
possibility of moral knowledge.’ (Kagan 2023, p. 167)

Take as a premise that the seemings Kagan calls ‘intuitions’ are consequences
of faster processes. Allow, for the sake of argument, that if it seems to you
wrong to sacrifice one person to save five in the Footbridge dilemma, this
gives you defeasible justification for believing this. But since your knowl-
edge about the limits of faster processes defeats this justification, you do not
have any actual justification of this belief. So the complication is this: if in-
tuitions give you any actual justification at all, they do so only in familiar
cases.

The above argument does not favour one type (e.g. deontological vs conse-
quentialist) of ethical theory, nor one approach to doing ethics (e.g. case-
based vs systematic).? (We will eventually consider whether further argu-
ments succeed in establishing either such favouritism.)

The above argument does not imply that philosophers should give up on
arguments involving not-justified-inferentially premises about particular
moral scenarios. Aristotelian theories of the physical, although much less
useful than the successors which arose when scientists moved away from

2 The loose reconstruction may appear to favour systematic over case-based approaches to

ethics because its conclusion concerns judgements about particular moral scenarios. This
appearance is misleading. The conclusion is framed in this way for simplicity. The argu-
ment can be straightforwardly generalised to cover not-justified-inferentially premises
about moral principles too.
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reliance on not-justified-inferentially premises, remain useful in some situa-
tions. And in the cases of ethics, there may be no better alternative approach.

The above argument implies that when using arguments involving not-
justified-inferentially premises about particular moral scenarios (as in Thom-
son’s Other Method of Trolley Cases in Lecture 06, for example), the aim should
not be to establish knowledge of their conclusions. Instead it might be to
characterise aspects of moral cognition (as Kozhevnikov & Hegarty (2001)
use an Aristotelian theory of the physical to characterise physical cognition).
Or the aim might be to understand what consistency with certain judgements
would require.

3.3. Alternative Reconstructions

Kumar & Campbell (2012) provide an alternative reconstruction of Green’s
argument (which, helpfully, is a refinement on a critique of Berker (2009)’s
earlier reconstruction: Kumar and Campbell are probably easier to under-
stand). They analyse Greene’s argument as a debunking argument. This
means that (a) it depends on premises about which factors are morally rele-
vant; and (b) it is open to the response that facts about which factors explain
judgements are ethically irrelevant (see Rini 2017, 1443%).

Why bother with my loose reconstruction when I could just borrow Kumar
& Campbell (2012)’s? While their reconstruction may be more faithful to the
original (Greene 2014), my loose reconstruction does not depend on premises
about which factors are morally relevant nor does it require the premises that
facts about which factors explain why certain judgements are made are ethi-
cally relevant. This enables the loose reconstruction to avoid some objections
(see ** ERRoR! MISSING xref FOR unit : quick,bjections **).

4. A Dual Process Theory of Ethical Judgement

Dual process theories of moral psychology claim that moral abilities involve
two, or more, processes that are independent and divergent. They are inde-
pendent in the sense that the conditions which influence whether they occur
and which outputs they generate do not completely overlap. And they are

* Inthis passage, Rini cites Nagel (1997, p. 105) in support of the view that discoveries about

moral psychology cannot ‘change our moral beliefs’. Note that the paragraph she cites
from ends with a much weaker claim opposing ‘any blanket attempt to displace, defuse,
or subjectivize’ moral concerns. Further, Nagel’s essay starts with the observation that
moral reasoning ‘is easily subject to distortion by morally irrelevant factors ... as well as
outright error’ (Nagel 1997, p. 101). So while one of Nagel’s assertions supports Rini’s
interpretation, it is unclear to me that Rini is right about Nagel’s considered position. But
I could easily be wrong.



Butterfill Lecture 07

divergent in the sense their outputs can conflict (given a single scenario, one
process’ output may imply rightness whereas the another’s implies wrong-
ness).

4.1. 'The Stripped-Down Dual-Process Theory
According to this theory:

Two (or more) ethical processes are distinct in this sense: the
conditions which influence whether they occur, and which out-
puts they generate, do not completely overlap.

One process is faster than another: it makes fewer demands on
scarce cognitive resources such as attention, inhibitory control
and working memory.

A key feature of the stripped-down dual-process theory is its theoretical mod-
esty: it involves minimal commitments concerning the particular character-
istics of the processes. Identifying characteristics of the process is a matter
of discovery.

4.2. Why This Dual-Process Theory?

Greene offers an elaborate dual-process theory of ethical cognition, one
which incorporates controversial claims about consequentialism and emo-
tion.* As these claims are neither essential features of a dual-process theory
nor necessary for the overall argument we are developing (see Greene contra
Ethics (section §3)), we may consider a stripped-down dual process theory
instead.

4.3. What Does the Dual-Process Theory Predict?

To make use of existing evidence, we have to add an auxiliary assumption to
the dual-process theory:

The slow process is responsible for characteristically consequen-
tialist responses; the fast for other responses.’

Prediction 1: Increasing cognitive load will selectively slow consequentialist
responses. This prediction has been confirmed (Greene et al. 2008).

4 See Paxton & Greene 2010 for a compact overview of Greene’s theory. The theory has

been presented in a variety of different ways (see, for example, Cushman et al. (2010) for
an alternative presentation).

Greene (2014) suggests that the fast process is responsible for characteristically deonto-
logical responses, but this further assumption is not required to generate the predictions
considered here.
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Prediction 2: Limiting the time available to make a decision will reduce con-
sequentialist responses. This prediction also appears to have been confirmed:

‘The model detected a significant effect of time pressure, p = .03
(see Table 1), suggesting that the slope of utilitarian responses
was steeper for participants under time pressure. [...] partici-
pants under time pressure gave less utilitarian responses than
control participants to scenarios featuring low kill-save ratios,
but reached the same rates of utilitarian responses for the high-
est kill-save ratios’ (Trémoliére & Bonnefon 2014, p. 927).°

On the face of it, then, the dual-process theory appears well supported by
evidence (and Greene 2014 cites much further evidence). We may therefore
accept it for now.

Of course you will need to evaluate the evidence properly (for general guid-
ance on evaluating evidence, see Moral Intuitions and Emotions: Evaluating
the Evidence in Lecture 02) before you can claim to know whether or not the
dual-process theory is true. We will consider some more evidence for, and
against, the dual-process theory next week (look out especially for process
dissociation).

4.4. Other Dual-Process Theories of Ethical Cognition

Dual-process theories of ethical cognition are widely endorsed but come in
many varieties. All of the following are elaborations of the stripped-down
dual-process theory above.

4.4.1. Cushman’s Dual-Process Theory

Cushman supplements the core idea of a dual-process theory with a distinc-
tion between model-free and model-based learning:

‘the functional role of value representation in a model-free sys-
tem is to select actions without any knowledge of their actual
consequences, whereas the functional role of value representa-
tion in a model-based system is to select actions precisely in
virtue of their expected consequences’ (Cushman 2013, p. 285).

Cushman also proposes that a good dual-process theory should explain pat-
terns of judgements on dilemmas like the trolley problems, and that this
requires appeal to distinction between model-free and model-based:

6 TLater we will consider an alternative interpretation of the same findings due to Gawron-
ski et al. (2018, p. 1006).

10
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‘It is the contrast between model-free and model-based systems—
or between action- and outcome-based valuation—that can ex-
plain the conflict engendered by moral dilemmas’ (Cushman
2013, p. 285).

We consider Cushman’s proposal in Appendix: Dual Process Theory and Aux-
iliary Hypotheses in Lecture 08, where a quarter of it is adopted. Ayars (2016)
provides a useful critical discussion.

4.4.2. Kumar’s Dual-Process Theory
Kumar proposes what he calls a ‘minimalist’ dual-process theory:

‘A minimalist model says that two types of processes generate
moral judgements. Type 1 processes are fast, spontaneous, un-
conscious, and involve emotional processing; type 2 processes
are slow, controlled, conscious, and involve reasoned processing.
In short, some moral judgements arise as a flash of feeling, while
others issue from conscious deliberation” (Kumar 2016, p. 791).

This is not very different from the stripped-down theory I offered. So why
not just use Kumar’s theory rather than making my own?’ In my view, it
is not minimalist enough: there is little evidence on consciousness, control
or speed; nor do we know enough about the phenomenology to postulate ‘a
flash of feeling’.

Interestingly, Kumar does not accept Greene’s proposed link between fast
processes and characteristically consequentialist responses. He does, how-
ever, link the fast processes to emotions:

"Each process type gives rise to one element of moral judgement:
type 1 processes generate moral emotions and type 2 processes
generate moral beliefs. A minimalist model also explains con-
flict cases’ (Kumar 2016, p. 792).

Defending this claim requires finding some evidence for the link. My view is
that while emotion probably plays different roles in fast and slow processes,
it is likely to feature in both (as Cushman 2013 suggests). For this reason I
take Kumar’s bet on fast/slow linking to emotions/beliefs to be risky. And it
is not required to generate predictions currently being tested.

7 The stripped-down dual-process theory not strictly speaking mine. It was developed
jointly with Ian Apperly, Jason Low and Hannes Rakoczy.

11
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4.4.3. Haidt’s Dual-Process Theory

Haidt’s Social Intuitionist Model of Moral Judgement (which is a part of
Moral Foundations Theory; see Moral Foundations Theory: An Approach to
Cultural Variation in Lecture 04) could be interpreted as a kind of dual-
process theory because it distinguishes intuition and reasoning as two kinds
of process.

As we saw, the Social Intuitionist Model of Moral Judgement involves a va-
riety of further claims—such as that ‘moral reasoning is done primarily for
socially strategic purposes’ (Graham et al. 2013, p. 66)—which are not essen-
tial features of a dual-process theory.®

4.5. Two Systems?

Although two systems theories are sometimes understood as making claims
over and above those of a dual-process theory (e.g. Gawronski et al. 2014),
others do not make any distinction:

‘We use the term “system” only as a label for collections of cog-
nitive processes that can be distinguished by their speed, their
controllability, and the contents on which they operate’ (Kahne-
man & Frederick 2005, p. 267).

5. Cognitive Miracles: When Are Fast Processes Un-
reliable?

Fast processes are unreliable when deployed to solve unfamiliar problems.
But if (as I suppose) we do not know much about how the fast processes
work in the case of ethics, we cannot know which problems are unfamiliar.
Can we nevertheless make practical use of the principle that fast processes
are unreliable when deployed to solve unfamiliar problems?

5.1. Cognitive Miracles

In what situations could fast processes yield correct responses?

8 Paxton & Greene (2010, pp. 513-4) offer a concise comparison: ‘there are two critical

differences between Haidt’s SIM and Greene’s dual-process model. First, while the SIM
posits that reasoned judgment within an individual is, * ‘rare, occurring primarily in cases
in which the intuition is weak and processing capacity is high, > Greene’s dual-process
model allows that moral reasoning—especially utilitarianconsequentialist reasoning—
may be a ubiquitous feature of moral common sense. Second, according to the SIM,
social influence on moral judgment only occurs when one person succeeds in modifying
another’s intuition.

12



Butterfill Lecture 07

‘genetic transmission, cultural transmission, and learning from
personal experience [...] are the only mechanisms known to en-
dow [fast] processes with the information they need to function
well’ (Greene 2014, p. 715).

‘it would be a cognitive miracle if we had reliably good moral
instincts about unfamiliar moral problems’ (Greene 2014, p. 715).

“The No Cognitive Miracles Principle: When we are dealing with
unfamiliar® moral problems, we ought to rely less on [...] au-
tomatic emotional responses and more on [...] conscious, con-
trolled reasoning, lest we bank on cognitive miracles’ (Greene
2014, p. 715).

5.2. Speed-Accuracy Trade-Offs

Why accept the Greene’s claim about cognitive miracles?

Any broadly inferential process must make a trade-off between speed and
accuracy (see Heitz (2014) for a review). To illustrate, suppose you were re-
quired to judge which of two only very slightly different lines was longer.
All other things being equal, making a faster judgement would involve be-
ing less accurate, and being more accurate would require making a slower
judgement.’

But how can you trade accuracy for speed?

Kozhevnikov & Hegarty suggest that speed can be gained by relying on a
simpler model of the physical:

To extrapolate objects’ motion on the basis of [e.g. Newtonian]
physical principles, one should have assessed and evaluated the
presence and magnitude of such imperceptible forces as friction
and air resistance [...] This would require a time-consuming anal-
ysis that is not always possible. In order to have a survival ad-
vantage, the process of extrapolation should be fast and effort-
less, without much conscious deliberation. Impetus theory al-
lows us to extrapolate objects’ motion quickly and without large
demands on attentional resources’ (Kozhevnikov & Hegarty
2001, p. 450)

° Toillustrate, suppose you were required to judge which of two only very slightly different

lines was longer. All other things being equal, making a faster judgement would involve
being less accurate, and being more accurate would require making a slower judgement.
(This idea is due to Henmon (1911), who has been influential although he didn’t actually
get to manipulate speed experimentally because of ‘a change of work’ (p.~195).)

13
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This is one reason why it would be (or is) valuable to have distinct, indepen-
dent systems. By using different models of a domain (e.g. impetus mechanics
vs Newtonian mechanics in the physical domain), different systems can en-
able radically different, and complementary, trade-offs between speed and
accuracy.

5.3. How to Apply the No Cognitive Miracles Principle?

It is tricky to apply this principle. For instance, is how to win a chess match
an unfamiliar problem?

Although it may initially seem reasonable to speculate that how to win a
chess match is an unfamiliar problem, expert chess players are supposed to
rely on faster processes.

Are cartoons unfamiliar situations to someone who has never seen one? Al-
though it may initially seem reasonable to speculate that they are (humans
presumably encountered few 2D schematic animations in evolution), fast
processes appear to have no problem with them. Why? Because the fast pro-
cesses that underpin physical cognition are driven by principles, and these
principles (although false) can be applied to new situations.

Because of the way we defined an unfamiliar problem, knowing whether a
problem is unfamiliar typically depends on knowing something about the
structure of the fast processes. Which, arguably, we do not in the case of
ethics.

Does this mean the No Cognitive Miracles Principle is useless? Not at all.
There are at least two ways we might apply it in practice even without know-
ing which situations are unfamiliar.

5.4. Wicked Learning Environments

Hogarth (among many researchers) has studied when fast processes can be
reliably used even in the absence of knowing in detail how they work. (This
is a practical problem in many areas of life.) He concludes:

‘When a person’s past experience is both representative of the
situation relevant to the decision and supported by much valid
feedback, trust the intuition; when it is not, be careful’ (Hogarth
2010, p. 343; see Kahneman & Klein 2009, p. 520 for a related
view).

This suggests a practical way to avoid relying on cognitive miracles even
without knowing exactly which situations and problems are unfamiliar.

But this is not the only way to avoid relying on cognitive miracles.

14
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5.5. Disagreements

Greene argues that it is reasonable to suppose that where there is fully in-
formed disagreement about what to do, we are likely to be in an unfamiliar
situation:

‘we can use disagreement as a proxy for lack of familiarity™.
If two parties have a practical moral disagreement—a disagree-
ment about what to do, not about why to do it—it’s probably
because they have conflicting intuitions. This means that, from
a moral perspective, if not from a biological perspective, at least
one party’s automatic settings are going astray. (Assuming
that both parties have adequate access to the relevant nonmoral
facts.) Absent a reliable method for determining whose auto-
matic settings are misfiring, both parties should distrust their
intuitions’ (Greene 2014, p. 716).

Greene (2017) provides further discussion relevant to the question of which
situations are, or might reasonably be suspected of being, unfamiliar.

6. What Is the Role of Fast Processes In Not-
Justified-Inferentially Judgements?

Philosophy is thinking in slow motion (Campbell). But then how could
fast processes be relevant? Fast processes have little or no direct influence
over non-justified-inferentially judgements. Despite this, they may domi-
nate through indirect influence where knowledge is absent. For fast pro-
cesses give rise to appearances (and high subjective confidence). These ap-
pearances provide material for reflection. In the absence of knowledge, re-
flection on how things appear is likely to determine how you judge them to
be. In this way, fast processes can dominate, albeit indirectly, even glacial
not-justified-inferentially judgements.

7. Which Moral Scenarios Are Unfamiliar?

There are at least two reasons to suspect that the moral scenarios philoso-
phers typically consider are unfamiliar situations.

Do we have reason to accept that the moral scenarios philosophers typically
consider are unfamiliar situations?

15
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7.1. Reason 1: Philosophical Methods

Even on the view most charitable to the argument’s likely opponents
(e.g. Railton 2014), some moral scenarios will be bizarre enough to count
as unfamiliar. Although we do not know which these are (as far as I can
tell), philosophers’ interest in fine distinctions and edge cases increases the
probability of hitting on unfamiliar situations.™

Note that this reason is not decisive. Consider the Footbridge dilemma,
which involves sacrificing one to save five. While the situation itself is unfa-
miliar to most people, some components of it are not: most have experience
of trust and betrayal, and of being instrumentalized or instrumentalizing oth-
ers, and of situations where there is no entirely good option. One possibility,
then, is that even in this bizzare situation, all the components are familiar.
This is not to say we can be confident that the bizzare situations philosophers
focus on really are familiar. To show that we would need to identify all of the
key components, demonstrate that each is familiar, and demonstrate that no
unfamiliarity is introduced by their combination. The issue is complex and
needs careful argument.

7.2. Reason 2: Signature Limits

We also know that there fast processes in other domains exhibit a range of
signature limits even in adults and are unaffected by expertise, including:

« object cognition (Kozhevnikov & Hegarty 2001)
« mindreading (Low et al. 2016)
+ number cognition (Feigenson et al. 2004)

This is no accident. Any broadly inferential process must make a trade-off
between speed and accuracy. As more than a century of cognitive science
has found (Henmon 1911; Link & Tindall 1971; Heitz 2014)."

Consequently, even for experts with much experience, some quite ordinary-
seeming scenarios may be turn out to be unfamiliar. We should therefore
be suspicious that at least some moral scenarios philosophers consider will
turn out to involve signature limits, which would make them unfamiliar.

1 This may be a virtue of philosophical practice. Comparison with the physical case in-
dicates that considering what turn out to be unfamiliar situations may be important for
making discoveries (at least, Moletti (2000, p. 147) seems justifiably excited about vertical
motion).

I Toillustrate, suppose you were required to judge which of two only very slightly different
lines was longer. All other things being equal, making a faster judgement would involve
being less accurate, and being more accurate would require making a slower judgement.
(This idea is due to Henmon (1911), who has been influential although he didn’t actually
get to manipulate speed experimentally because of ‘a change of work’ (p.~195).)
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7.3. Going Deeper

Greene (2017) takes up the topic in detail.

7.4. Which comparison: Linguistic or Physical?

The slides and recording use a comparison between ethical and physical cog-
nition. This assists in arriving at the two reasons above.

How would things look if instead we compared ethical to linguistic cogni-
tion? As we saw in Cognitive Miracles: When Are Fast Processes Unreliable?
(section §5), on any standard view it is not possible that a linguistic theory
could discover that fast processes embody a systematically distorted view of
the linguistic. One consequence is that is no easy way to make sense of the
idea that there could be unfamiliar problems in the linguistic domain. So ac-
cepting the comparison with linguistic cognition might well lead us to reject
this premise of the argument and deny that we would have any reason to sus-
pect that the moral scenarios philosophers typically consider are unfamiliar
situations.

Would accepting the comparison with linguistic cognition allow us to de-
fend some proposed methods for gaining ethical knowledge such as Foot’s,
Kamm’s or Thomson’s Other Method of Trolley Cases in Lecture 06?

While accepting the comparison with linguistic cognition would mean that
philosophers can avoid the conclusion of the loose reconstruction of Greene
(2014)’s argument, it leads to a distinct, no less pressing challenge.

In linguistics, there is growing awareness that it is a mistake to rely on expert
judgements (see, for example Wasow & Arnold 2005; Gibson & Fedorenko
2010; and Dabrowska 2010). Understanding how fast linguistic processes
work requires careful experiment, not introspective guesswork. Similar con-
siderations apply in the case of ethics.

Therefore, even if we accept the comparison with linguistic cognition, we can
still reach a conclusion that is close to, and has much the same implications
for ethics as, the conclusion of the loose reconstruction of Greene (2014)’s
argument:

[alternative conclusion] Premises about judgements about par-
ticular moral scenarios need to be supported by carefully con-
trolled experiments if they are to be used in ethical arguments
where the aim is to establish knowledge of their conclusions.
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8. Conclusion: Guesses Aren’t Evidence

Discoveries in moral psychology reveal that not-justified-inferentially
premises about particular moral scenarios cannot be used in ethical argu-
ments insofar as the arguments aim to establish knowledge of their conclu-
sions.

The target for the whole lecture is Kagan’s view:

‘When I have an intuition it seems to me that something is the
case, and so I am defeasibly justified in believing that things are
as they appear to me to be. That fact [...] opens the door to the
possibility of moral knowledge.’ (Kagan 2023, p. 167)

We started with a quick overview of potential objections to Kagan’s view in
Debunking Arguments (section §2):

« Street’s global evolutionary challenge (Street 2006);
« Singer’s selective debunking argument (Singer 2005);
« Rini’s objection to selective debunking arguments (Rini 2016).

None of these arguments depend on discoveries in moral psychology. But it
is possible to use some discoveries in moral psychology to provide a different
kind of debunking argument.

We have been exploring whether a loose reconstruction of an argument (as
outlined in Greene contra Ethics (section §3)) succeeds in establishing that
not-justified-inferentially premises about particular moral scenarios cannot
be used in ethical arguments insofar as the arguments aim to establish knowl-
edge of their conclusions.

Glossary

automatic As we use the term, a process is automatic just if whether or not
it occurs is to a significant extent independent of your current task,
motivations and intentions. To say that mindreading is automatic is
to say that it involves only automatic processes. The term ‘automatic’
has been used in a variety of ways by other authors: see Moors (2014,
p. 22) for a one-page overview, Moors & De Houwer (2006) for a de-
tailed theoretical review, or Bargh (1992) for a classic and very readable
introduction 20

characteristically consequentialist According to Greene, a judgement is
characteristically consequentialist (or *characteristically utilitarian®) if
it is one in ‘favor of characteristically consequentialist conclusions (eg,
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“Better to save more lives”)’ (Greene 2007, p. 39). According to Gawron-
ski et al. (2017, p. 365), ‘a given judgment cannot be categorized as
[consequentialist] without confirming its property of being sensitive
to consequences.’ 9, 11

characteristically deontological According to Greene, a judgement is char-
acteristically deontological if it is one in ‘favor of characteristically de-
ontological conclusions (eg, “It’s wrong despite the benefits”)’ (Greene
2007, p. 39). According to Gawronski et al. (2017, p. 365), ‘a given judg-
ment cannot be categorized as deontological without confirming its
property of being sensitive to moral norms.” 9

cognitively efficient A process is cognitively efficient to the degree that it
does not consume working memory, attention, inhibitory control or
other scarce cognitive resources. 20

David ‘David is a great transplant surgeon. Five of his patients need new
parts—one needs a heart, the others need, respectively, liver, stomach,
spleen, and spinal cord—but all are of the same, relatively rare, blood-
type. By chance, David learns of a healthy specimen with that very
blood-type. David can take the healthy specimen’s parts, killing him,
and install them in his patients, saving them. Or he can refrain from
taking the healthy specimen’s parts, letting his patients die’ (Thomson
1976, p. 206). 22

debunking argument A debunking argument aims to use facts about why
people make a certain judgement together with facts about which fac-
tors are morally relevant in order to undermine the case for accepting
it. Konigs (2020, p. 2607) provides a useful outline of the logic of these
arguments (which he calls ‘arguments from moral irrelevance’): ‘when
we have different intuitions about similar moral cases, we take this to
indicate that there is a moral difference between these cases. This is
because we take our intuitions to have responded to a morally relevant
difference. But if it turns out that our case-specific intuitions are re-
sponding to a factor that lacks moral significance, we no longer have
reason to trust our case-specific intuitions suggesting that there really
is a moral difference. This is the basic logic behind arguments from
moral irrelevance’ (Konigs 2020, p. 2607). 4, 5, 8, 18

dual-process theory Any theory concerning abilities in a particular domain
on which those abilities involve two or more processes which are dis-
tinct in this sense: the conditions which influence whether one process
occurs differ from the conditions which influence whether another oc-
curs. 9-12
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Edward ‘Edward is the driver of a trolley, whose brakes have just failed. On
the track ahead of him are five people; the banks are so steep that they
will not be able to get off the track in time. The track has a spur leading
off to the right, and Edward can turn the trolley onto it. Unfortunately
there is one person on the right-hand track. Edward can turn the trol-
ley, killing the one; or he can refrain from turning the trolley, killing
the five’ (Thomson 1976, p. 206). 22

Far Alone T alone know that in a distant part of a foreign country that I
am visiting, many children are drowning, and I alone can save one of
them. To save the one, all I must do is put the 500 dollars I carry in my
pocket into a machine that then triggers (via electric current) rescue
machinery that will certainly scoop him out’ (Kamm 2008, p. 348) 5

fast A fast process is one that is to to some interesting degree cognitively
efficient (and therefore likely also some interesting degree automatic).
These processes are also sometimes characterised as able to yield rapid
responses.

Since automaticity and cognitive efficiency are matters of degree, it is
only strictly correct to identify some processes as faster than others.

The fast-slow distinction has been variously characterised in ways
that do not entirely overlap (even individual author have offered
differing characterisations at different times; e.g. Kahneman 2013;
Morewedge & Kahneman 2010; Kahneman & Klein 2009; Kahneman
2002): as its advocates stress, it is a rough-and-ready tool rather than
an element in a rigorous theory. 6, 9, 11, 12, 14-16, 21

Footbridge A dilemma; also known as Drop. A runaway trolley is about to
run over and kill five people. You can hit a switch that will release
the bottom of a footbridge and one person will fall onto the track. The
trolley will hit this person, slow down, and not hit the five people
further down the track. Is it okay to hit the switch? 7, 16

loose reconstruction (of an argument). A reconstruction which prioritises
finding a correct argument for a significant conclusion over faithfully
representing the argument being reconstructed. 3, 6, 8

Moral Foundations Theory The theory that moral pluralism is true; moral
foundations are innate but also subject to cultural learning, and the
Social Intuitionist Model of Moral Judgement is correct (Graham et al.
2019). Proponents often claim, further, that cultural variation in how
these innate foundations are woven into ethical abilities can be mea-
sured using the Moral Foundations Questionnare (Graham et al. 2009;
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Graham et al. 2011). Some empirical objections have been offered
(Davis et al. 2016; Davis et al. 2017; Dogruyol et al. 2019). See ??. 12

moral intuition According to this lecturer, a person’s intuitions are the
claims they take to be true independently of whether those claims
are justified inferentially. And a person’s moral intuitions are simply
those of their intuitions that concern ethical matters.

According to Sinnott-Armstrong et al. (2010, p. 256), moral intuitions
are ‘strong, stable, immediate moral beliefs’

Audi (2015) distinguishes various notions of intuition including
episodic intuitions. These ‘episodic intuitions’ are supposed to be anal-
ogous to perceivings: they are ‘intellectual seemings ... of the truth of
a proposition.’ 5, 7

Near Alone Tam walking past a pond in a foreign country that I am visiting.
I alone see many children drowning in it, and I alone can save one
of them. To save the one, I must put the 500 dollars I have in my
pocket into a machine that then triggers (via electric current) rescue
machinery that will certainly scoop him out” (Kamm 2008, p. 348) 5

not-justified-inferentially A claim (or premise, or principle) is not-justified-
inferentially if it is not justified in virtue of being inferred from some
other claim (or premise, or principle).

Claims made on the basis of perception (*That jumper is red”, say) are
typically not-justified-inferentially.

Why not just say ‘noninferentially justified’? Because that can be read
as implying that the claim is justified, noninferentially. Whereas ‘not-
justified-inferentially’ does not imply this. Any claim which is not
justified at all is thereby not-justified-inferentially. 3, 6-8, 18

signature limit A signature limit of a system is a pattern of behaviour the
system exhibits which is both defective given what the system is for
and peculiar to that system. A signature limit of a model is a set of
predictions derivable from the model which are incorrect, and which
are not predictions of other models under consideration. 16

slow converse of fast. 6, 11

Social Intuitionist Model of Moral Judgement A model on which intuitive
processes are directly responsible for moral judgements (Haidt &
Bjorklund 2008). One’s own reasoning does not typically affect one’s
own moral judgements, but (outside philosophy, perhaps) is typically
used only to provide post-hoc justification after moral judgements are
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made. Reasoning does affect others’ moral intuitions, and so provides
a mechanism for cultural learning. 12, 20

trolley problem ‘Why is it that Edward may turn that trolley to save his
five, but David may not cut up his healthy specimen to save his five?’
(Thomson 1976, p. 206). 10

unfamiliar problem An unfamiliar problem (or situation) is one ‘with which
we have inadequate evolutionary, cultural, or personal experience’
(Greene 2014, p. 714). 3, 6, 7, 12-17
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