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1. Introduction

Moral psychology is the study of psychological
aspects of ethical abilities.
Questions for this course:
1. What ethical abilities do humans have? What
states and processes underpin them?
2. What, if anything, do discoveries about ethi-
cal abilities imply about ethics?
On 2: ‘Science can advance ethics by revealing
the hidden inner workings of our moral judg-
ments, especially the ones we make intuitively.
Once those inner workings are revealed we may
have less confidence in some of […] the ethical
theories that are explicitly or implicitly based on
them’ (Greene 2014, pp. 695–6).

2. Puzzle 1

Why do people tend to respond differently in
Trolley and Transplant? (And, when given both,
why do they tend to respond consistently when
Transplant comes first?)
Trolley A runaway trolley is about to run over
and kill five people. You can hit a switch that will
divert the trolley onto a different set of tracks

where it will kill only one. Is it okay to hit the
switch?
Transplant Five people are going to die but you
can save them all by cutting up one healthy per-
son and distributing her organs. Is it ok to cut
her up?

3. Moral Dumbfounding

Moral dumbfounding is ‘the stubborn and puz-
zled maintenance of a judgment without sup-
porting reasons’ (Haidt et al. 2000, p. 1).
Another definition: ‘Moral dumbfounding oc-
curs when you make an ethical judgement but
either cannot provide reasons or provide rea-
sons that are ‘only weakly associated’ with your
judgement’ (Dwyer 2009).

3.1. Dumbfounding Scenarios

‘(Incest) depicts consensual incest between two
adult siblings, and […] (Cannibal) depicts a
woman cooking and eating a piece of flesh
from a human cadaver donated for research to
the medical school pathology lab at which she
works. These stories were … were carefully
written to be harmless’ (Haidt et al. 2000).

3.2. An Effect of Cognitive Load?

‘In Study 2 [which is not reported in the draft]
we repeated the basic design while exposing half
of the subjects to a cognitive load—an attention
task that took up some of their conscious mental
work space—and found that this load increased
the level of moral dumbfoundingwithout chang-
ing subjects’ judgments or their level of persuad-
ability’ (Haidt & Bjorklund 2008, p. 198).

3.3. An Attempted Replication

‘a definitionally pristine bout of MD is likely to
be a extraordinarily rare find, one featuring a
person who doggedly and decisively condemns
the very same act that she has no prior nor-
mative reasons to dislike’ (Royzman et al. 2015,
p. 311)
‘3 of […] 14 individuals [without supporting rea-
sons] disapproved of the siblings having sex and
only 1 of 3 (1.9and puzzled” manner.’ (Royzman
et al. 2015, p. 309)

4. Puzzle 2

Why are ethical judgements sometimes, but
not always, a consequences of reasoning from
known principles?
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5. Emotions

Hypothesis: Emotion drives unreflective ethical
judgements.
Prediction: Manipulating subjects’ emotions
will influence their unreflective ethical judge-
ments.
Evidence: ‘For high-PBC [Private Body Con-
sciousness] (but not low-PBC) people, our dis-
gust manipulations increased the severity of
moral condemnation relative to the neutral con-
ditions’ (Schnall et al. 2008, p. 1105)
Four conclusions:

1. ‘the effect of disgust applies regardless of
whether the action to be judged is itself
disgusting.

2. disgust influenced moral, but not addi-
tional nonmoral, judgments.

3. because the effect occurred most strongly
for people whowere sensitive to their own
bodily cues, the results appear to concern
feelings of disgust rather than merely the
primed concept of disgust.

4. induced sadness did not have similar ef-
fects’ (Schnall et al. 2008, pp. 1105–6).

6. Dual Process Theories

Dual ProcessTheory of Ethical Abilities (core part):
Two (or more) ethical processes are distinct: the

conditions which influence whether they occur,
and which outputs they generate, do not com-
pletely overlap.

6.1. Dilemma

‘You are part of a group of ecologists who live
in a remote stretch of jungle. The entire group,
which includes eight children, has been taken
hostage by a group of paramilitary terrorists.
One of the terrorists takes a liking to you. He
informs you that his leader intends to kill you
and the rest of the hostages the following morn-
ing.
‘He is willing to help you and the children es-
cape, but as an act of good faith he wants you to
kill one of your fellow hostages whom he does
not like. If you refuse his offer all the hostages
including the children and yourself will die. If
you accept his offer then the others will die in
the morning but you and the eight children will
escape.
‘Would you kill one of your fellow hostages in
order to escape from the terrorists and save the
lives of the eight children?’ (Koenigs et al. 2007)

6.2. Dual Process Elaborations

Terminology: One process is faster than another
if it makes fewer demands on scarce cognitive re-
sources such as attention, inhibitory control and

working memory.
A response is consequentialist if it accords with
a simple consequentialist theory. (For example,
affirming that one person should be killed to
save fivewould be a ‘consequentialist response’.)
To generate predictions, the core dual process
theory can be elaborated by making further as-
sumptions:

1. One process is faster than the other.

2. The slower process is responsible for
consequentialist responses; the faster for
other responses.

Cushman et al. (2010, p. 48) propose ‘a dual-
process approach in which moral judgment is
the product of both intuitive and rational psy-
chological processes, and it is the product of
what are conventionally thought of as ‘affective’
and ‘cognitive’ mechanisms.’

6.3. Cognitive Load

Prediction: Increasing cognitive load will selec-
tively slow consequentialist responses (Greene
et al. 2008).

6.4. Time Pressure

Prediction: Limiting the time available tomake a
decision will reduce consequentialist responses.
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‘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 scenar-
ios featuring low kill–save ratios, but reached
the same rates of utilitarian responses for the
highest kill–save ratios’ (Trémolière&Bonnefon
2014, p. 927). (For later: Gawronski et al. (2018,
p. 1006) defend an alternative interpretation of
the same findings.)

6.5. Note: Two-System vs Dual Process

‘We use the term “system” only as a label for col-
lections of cognitive processes that can be distin-
guished by their speed, their controllability, and
the contents on which they operate’ (Kahneman
& Frederick 2005, p. 267).

7. Consequences for ethics?

‘genetic transmission, cultural transmission, and
learning from personal experience […] are the
only mechanisms known to endow […] auto-
matic […] processes with the information they
need to function well’ (Greene 2014, p. 714)
unfamiliar* problems = ‘ones with which we
have inadequate evolutionary, cultural, or per-
sonal experience’
‘it would be a cognitivemiracle 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 […] automatic emotional
responses and more on […] conscious, con-
trolled reasoning, lest we bank on cognitive mir-
acles’ (Greene 2014, p. 715).
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