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Moral Psychology: Lecture 08

Dual Process Theories: Objections, Evidence and
Significance

A brief introduction to the three topics of this lecture.
This week’s lecture builds on Lecture 07. Although you don’t need to understand everything in that lecture, most of this week’s lecture is about the loose
reconstruction of Greene (2014)’s argument (see Greene contra Ethics (Railgun Remix) in Lecture 07). If this were a live lecture course, I’d be starting
by taking you through that argument once more.
This lecture covers three issues:
1. Significance and Extensions (Against Reflective Equilibrium (section §2), Dual Process Theory and Auxiliary Hypotheses (section §3) and Ethical Implications of the Dual
Process Theory (section §4))
2. Quick Objections to Greene’s Argument (section §5) (none
of them work, but perhaps you can do better)
3. Evidence for Dual Process Theories (section §6)
We will also have to consider evidence against the dual process theory of
moral psychology, but that is a topic for next week.

2.

Against Reflective Equilibrium

The conclusion of the loose reconstruction of Greene (2014)’s argument provides grounds to reject Rawls’ method of reflective equilibrium (Rawls 1999).
If the loose reconstruction is correct, reflective equilibrium will reliably generate incorrect conclusions. (This section also presents a generalisation of
the loose reconstruction: it now establishes a conclusion about not-justifiedinferentially premises not only concerning particular moral scenarios and
also concerning debatable moral principles.)

2.1. Extending the Loose Reconstruction
The loose reconstruction of Greene (2014)’s argument (see Greene contra
Ethics (Railgun Remix) in Lecture 07) established a conclusion that is restricted to premises about particular moral scenarios. But it is possible to
generalise the argument to a broader conclusion by elaborating on step 5.
The result is this conclusion:

3
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Not-justified-inferentially premises about particular moral scenarios, and debatable principles, cannot be used in ethical arguments where the aim is knowledge.
With this extension of the argument, we can use it to show that Rawls
(1999)’s proposal about reflective equilibrium should be avoided. This is because it will reliably generate incorrect conclusions.

2.2. What Is Reflective Equilibrium?
One standard in ethics is Rawls’ reflective equilibrium idea:
‘one may think of moral theory at first […] as the attempt to
describe our moral capacity […] what is required is a formulation
of a set of principles which, when conjoined to our beliefs and
knowledge of the circumstances, would lead us to make these
judgments with their supporting reasons were we to apply these
principles conscientiously and intelligently’ (Rawls 1999, p. 41;
see Singer (1974) for critical discussion).
Roughly, then, the idea is to start with not-justified-inferentially judgements
you are, on reflection, inclined to make. And then to consider which principles might be consistent with these judgements. You may drop some of the
judgements you start with depending on how well principles can be made to
fit them.

2.3. Why Reflective Equilibrium Will Reliably Lead to Error
The not-justified-inferentially judgements you are inclined to make are an
indirect consequence of fast processes (see What Is the Role of Fast Processes
In Not-Justified-Inferentially Judgements? in Lecture 07).
The fast process is fast because it trades away accuracy to gain speed. (All
broadly inferential processes face trade-offs between speed and accuracy; see
Preview: Ethics vs Physics in Lecture 07.) Its function is to provide results that
are accurate enough for mundane purposes in a limited but useful range of
circumstances.
We know, therefore, that the fast process will reliably be inaccurate in a range
of cases. (Even though we cannot yet say much about which cases these are;
see Cognitive Miracles: When Are Fast Processes Unreliable? in Lecture 07).
Reflective equilibrium is, in effect, a (relatively crude) method of identifying
principles which characterise how fast processes operate and generalising
them. (Roughly doing for ethics what Aristotelians did for physics.)

4
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While capable of producing valuable results within limits (much as broadly
Aristotelian physics has plenty of applications), we know in advance that
this method will reliably generate incorrect conclusions.1

3.

Dual Process Theory and Auxiliary Hypotheses

The stripped-down dual process theory (see A Dual Process Theory of Ethical
Judgement in Lecture 07) requires at least one auxiliary hypothesis in order
to relate it to available evidence. At least six auxiliary hypotheses have been
proposed. Which should we accept?
Proponents of dual process theories of ethical judgments tend to offer complex sets of hypotheses which go far beyond the core idea of a dual process
theory and are not all equally well supported by evidence (for two examples, see Green and Kumar in A Dual Process Theory of Ethical Judgement in
Lecture 07).
Since the hypotheses that are associated with different proposals can be isolated and tested separately, combining them yields something more like a
parlay bet than a theory. Better to keep them separate.

3.1. What Is the Core Idea
Just this and nothing more.
Two (or more) ethical processes are distinct in this sense: the
conditions which influence whether they occur, and which outputs 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.
Because much of the available evidence involves observations of just one
response to a moral scenario (typically a verbal judgement2 ), additional, aux1

Unless, that is, it were limited to familiar situations. But this would be hard to do given
that we are not in a position to know which situations are unfamiliar (see Cognitive
Miracles: When Are Fast Processes Unreliable? in Lecture 07). And it would also not be
very useful. After all, we have little need for a theory covering only cases that our fast
processes already provide us with expertise in dealing with. And if the idea of reflective
equilibrium is just to identify principle implicit in responses due to fast processes, it
should be subsumed into moral psychology rather than viewed as a method of doing
ethics.

2

Measures like response time, movement trajectory, proactive eye gaze or pupil dilation
do not seem to have caught on in moral psychology despite being used to good effect in
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iliary hypotheses are needed to generate predictions linked to the currently
available evidence. But which auxiliary hypothesis should we adopt?

3.2. What Are the Candidate Auxiliary Hypotheses?
At least six candidates for auxiliary hypotheses can be found in the existing
literature (and there are probably many more):
id

fast

slow

source

1.

never
consequentialist3

sometimes
consequentialist

Greene (2014)

2.

always
deontological4

sometimes not
deontological

Greene (2014)5

3.

always only
act-types

sometimes not
only act-types

Cushman (2013)

4.

never distal
outcomes

sometimes distal
outcomes

Cushman (2013)6

5.

model-free

model-based

Cushman (2013)

6.

affective

cognitive

Greene (2014)

UPDATE A further candidate auxiliary hypothesis might concern the distinction between personal and impersonal. Since this introduces even more
problems than we will eventually have to face (McGuire et al. 2009), it does
not appear to be a good bet as things stand.

supporting dual process theories in other domains including social cognition (see van der
Wel et al. 2014 or Edwards & Low 2017 for some examples).
3

In this context, the term ‘consequentialist’ is short for characteristically consequentialist.

4

In this context, the term ‘consequentialist’ is short for characteristically deontological.

5

Greene (2014) does not explicitly separate this and the first candidate, (1). But they are
clearly distinct.

6

Cushman (2013) phrases the distinction in terms of actions and outcomes. This is potentially confusing if, like Davidson (1971), you think that actions are individuated by
their outcomes. But it is clear from the discussion that Cushman’s distinction concerns
a contrast between more proximal outcomes and more distal outcomes. Note also that
Cushman does not explicitly distinguish this and the third candidate, (3); perhaps the
distinction is too minor to consider.

6
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3.3. Which Auxiliary Hypothesis to Choose?
I propose that we use just one auxiliary hypothesis, which is a version of (4)
above:
Only the slow process ever flexibly and rapidly takes into account differences in the more distal outcomes of an action.
This auxiliary hypothesis has two virtues. Together with the stripped-down
dual process theory, it generates nearly all the predictions for which we currently have good evidence. And it cannot be significantly weakened while
still doing this.

4.

Ethical Implications of the Dual Process Theory

The loose reconstruction of Greene’s argument (see Greene contra Ethics
(Railgun Remix) in Lecture 07) does not favour one type (e.g. deontological
vs consequentialist) of ethical theory. But can it be extended, by means of
an additional argument, to favour one type of ethical theory?
Singer (2005) and Greene suggest that Greene’s argument (see Greene contra
Ethics (Railgun Remix) in Lecture 07) can be used to make a positive case for
(one from of) consequentialism (by eliminating all viable rivals).
Here is how Greene puts one idea for an argument:
‘my point is simply that act consequentialism should get points
for not chasing intuitions and that some of its competitors […]
should lose points for doing so. Note that the present argument
also casts doubt on theories that, rather than chasing intuitions
with codifying principles, simply allow our intuitions roam free.
Likewise, it casts doubt on theories that purport to derive from
first principles, but that are in fact intuition chasing—that is, theories that are actually attempts to get from first principles to the
intuitively right answers rather than attempts to get from first
principles to wherever those principles happen to lead. (And, if
you’re like me, you suspect that this covers most, if not all, of
act consequentialism’s competition.)’ (Greene 2014, p. 725)
Even if this ambitious further argument does not work, it appears that the
conclusion of the loose reconstruction does remove some otherwise pressing
objections to consequentialism.

7
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Quick Objections to Greene’s Argument

Premises about particular moral scenarios, and about debatable principles,
which are not-justified-inferentially cannot be used in ethical arguments
where the aim is knowledge. So the conclusion of Greene (2014)’s argument,
as loosely reconstructed in Greene contra Ethics (Railgun Remix) in Lecture
07 and extended in Against Reflective Equilibrium (section §2). Given that
this conclusion presents a problem for a variety of approaches to ethics, we
should consider objections. Start with quick objections—those which do not
require much additional knowledge or reasoning. If one of these succeeds,
we will be spared from having to consider onerous objections.

5.1. Rini’s Objection
I claim that the loose reconstruction of Greene (2014)’s argument, unlike
debunking arguments, does not depend on premises about which factors are
morally relevant. Rini (2016) makes an assertion which is incompatible with
this claim:
‘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 ourselves’ (Rini 2016, p. 682, my emphasis).
Here Rini has in mind matters such as the controversy between Singer and
Kamm, where they take contrasting positions on whether distance could ever
be a morally relevant factor (see Singer vs Kamm on Distance in Lecture 06).
Of course Rini is right about such cases.
But the loose reconstruction depends only on general claims about general
limits of fast processes. It does not depend on any premises about whether
any particular factor is morally relevant. (Indeed, the loose reconstruction
is consistent with any reasonable premises about which factors are morally
relevant.) Rini’s assertion is false.

5.2. Rini’s Regress Objection
Against debunking arguments, Rini offers an objection based on the idea that
no such argument can succeed without triggering a regress:
‘nearly any attempt to debunk a particular moral judgment on
grounds of its psychological cause risks triggering a regress, because a debunking argument must involve moral evaluation of

8
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the psychological cause—and this evaluation is itself then subject to psychological investigation and moral evaluation, and so
on’ (Rini 2016, p. 676).
Although Rini’s stated target is debunking arguments, we should ask: Does
her line of objecti on apply to the loose reconstruction of Greene (2014)’s
argument?
We can see that it does not because the regress objection works by attempting
to raise doubts about the moral judgements requires by the argument it is
targeting. But the loose reconstruction of Green’s argument does not depend
on specific moral judgements (see Greene contra Ethics (Railgun Remix) in
Lecture 07).

5.3. Königs’ Objection
Königs observes that debunking arguments
‘are dialectically useless if we assume that case-specific intuitions are, as a rule, subordinate to intuitions at a higher level
of generality’ (Königs 2020, p. 2607).
Does the same apply to the loose reconstruction of Greene (2014)’s argument? Yes.
Is this an objection? No, for two reasons. First, the assumption Königs’ requires conflicts with a range of methods in ethics (see Foot and Trolley Cases:
Kant Was Wrong in Lecture 06, Singer vs Kamm on Distance in Lecture 06, and
Thomson’s Other Method of Trolley Cases in Lecture 06.) Second, although the
conclusion of the loose reconstruction concerns judgements about particular moral scenarios, this is only for simplicity. The argument can be straightforwardly generalised to ‘intuitions [that is, not-justified-inferentially judgements] at higher level of generality’.

5.4. Is the Argument Unacceptably Sceptical?
If the loose reconstruction of Greene (2014)’s argument succeeds, which ethical premises should we reject? The conclusion of the argument as stated is
limited to not-justified-inferentially judgements about particular moral scenarios. However, the argument can be straightforwardly extended to a wider
range of not-justified-inferentially judgements.
This suggests the following objection:
The loose reconstruction implies that we cannot use any notjustified-inferentially ethical judgements. But ethics depends on
9
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such judgements. So the loose reconstruction implies that ethics
is impossible.
Such an objection might be especially appealing to proponents of Audi (2015,
p. 57)’s view that ‘[i]ntuition is a resource in all of philosophy, but perhaps
nowhere more than in ethics‘ (p. 57).
To see that this objection fails, consider that a counterpart of it targeting
physics rather than ethics would, at some point in history, appeared have
been no less correct than the actual objection is today. Since the counterpart
targeting physics is clearly incorrect, it seems we should reject the objection.
Why does the objection fail? It relies on faith in contemporary philosophers’
methods. But even passing acquaintance with intellectual history reveals
that philosophers, like all researchers, can pursue mistakes in great depth
over long periods of time. This is not scepticism—it’s history.

6.

Evidence for Dual Process Theories

What is the strongest evidence in favour of our stripped-down dual-process
theory of moral psychology (see A Dual Process Theory of Ethical Judgement
in Lecture 07)? Greene (2014) cites many studies. In this section we evaluate three of them, including one involving process dissociation (Conway &
Gawronski 2013). (As a bonus, process dissociation also enables us to revisit
the issue of whether emotion influences moral judgement.)

6.1. Aim
The first premise of our stripped-down dual process theory of moral psychology (see A Dual Process Theory of Ethical Judgement in Lecture 07) is probably
the most controversial:
1. Ethical judgements are explained by a dual-process theory,
which distinguishes faster from slower processes.
What is the strongest evidence in favour of this premise? Greene (2014) cites
many studies. As always we should not take for granted that Greene’s description of the studies is correct: we need to evaluate them for ourselves
(see the step-by-step guide in Moral Intuitions and Emotions: Evaluating the
Evidence in Lecture 02).
We are looking for evidence in favour of the stripped-down dual process
theory together with our selected auxiliary hypothesis:
Auxiliary Assumption: Only the slow process ever flexibly and
rapidly takes into account differences in the more distal out10
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comes of an action (see Dual Process Theory and Auxiliary Hypotheses (section §3)).

6.2. Three Studies and Their Predictions
Here we will consider three of the studies Greene cites. It is important to
specify which prediction each study tests (which may not be obvious from
the abstract).
• Suter & Hertwig (2011) — prediction: limiting the time
available to make a decision will reduce the influence of
distal outcomes.
• Trémolière & Bonnefon (2014) — prediction: limiting the
time available to make a decision will reduce consequentialist responses.7
• Conway & Gawronski (2013) — prediction: higher cognitive load will reduce the dominance of the more outcomesensitive process.

6.3. What Did They Find and What Are Their Limits?
Suter & Hertwig (2011) is an example of a relatively simply study which provides evidence in favour of the dual process theory plus auxiliary hypothesis.
One limit of this study is that it does not involve any variation in the distal
outcomes of actions. This is relevant because the auxiliary hypothesis is
about how different processes are differently influenced by distal outcomes.
Although not designed with exactly this in mind, Trémolière & Bonnefon
(2014) does observe responses to otherwise similar actions with different distal outcomes. However, the findings are not predicted by the dual process
theory and auxiliary hypothesis.8
One limit of both Suter & Hertwig (2011) and Trémolière & Bonnefon (2014)
is that they treat responses as either consequentialist or not. These studies
are sometimes presented as comparing consequentialist with deontological
responses; but this cannot be accurate because failing to respond as a consequentialist would does not make you a deontologist (you may be neither).
7

As explained in the lecture recording, this study is associated with a second prediction,
which the results appear to disconfirm: limiting the time available to make a decision
will reduce sensitivity to outcomes.

8

Although the Trémolière & Bonnefon (2014)’s findings may be interpreted as disconfirming a prediction (as Gawronski & Beer 2017, p. 669 propose), it would be incautious to
rely on post hoc reinterpretations of findings.

11
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Conway & Gawronski (2013) overcome this limit in addition to observing
responses to otherwise similar actions with different distal outcomes. It is
one of the strongest tests of the stripped-down dual process theory and its
auxiliary hypothesis. These authors find, as predicted, that higher cognitive
load reduces sensitivity to outcomes while not affecting sensitivity to moral
prohibitions (such as on killing).
Conway & Gawronski (2013) are also important because they introduce process dissociation in moral psychology. Although difficult to understand (I
attempt to explain the bare minimum you need in the recording), this is a
powerful method for testing theories.

6.4. Next Steps
Having evaluated some of the evidence in favour of the dual process theory,
our next task is to consider evidence against it.

6.5. Postscript: The Role of Emotion Again
Conway & Gawronski (2013, Experiment 3) may be relevant to evaluating to
Huebner et al. (2009, pp. 2–3)’s problem about how (according to them) many
studies ‘fail to isolate the precise point at which emotion has a role in our
moral psychology’ (see PS: Does emotion influence moral judgment or merely
motivate morally relevant action? in Lecture 02). For they show that a manipulation of participants’ feelings does not influence how sensitive people are
to outcomes but does influence how sensitive they are to moral prohibitions
(such as on killing). This is consistent with feelings influencing moral judgement but not what you should predict if you are working from the hypothesis
that feelings merely motivate morally relevant action.

7.

Conclusion: No End to Our Troubles

The dual process theory of ethical judgement appears to be well supported
by evidence for it (although we have yet to consider any evidence against
it). This supports the loose reconstruction of Greene (2014)’s argument (see
Greene contra Ethics (Railgun Remix) in Lecture 07), which is also not vulnerable to any of the quick objections (at least none I could find in the literature). We may therefore have to accept the conclusion that not-justifiedinferentially premises about particular moral scenarios, and about debatable
ethical principles, cannot be used in ethical arguments insofar as the arguments aim to establish knowledge of their conclusions. This does not show
that consequentialism is the one true ethical theory. But it does imply that
we should avoid a variety of approaches to doing ethics, including Foot’s,
12
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Kamm’s and Rawls’ method of reflective equilibrium insofar as our aim is to
gain knowledge of ethical truths.

8.

Question Session 08

These are the recordings of the live online whole-class question session. They
are usually available on the day after the session. (You may need to refresh
this page to make them appear.)

Glossary
automatic On this course, 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 detailed theoretical review, or Bargh (1992) for a classic and very readable
introduction 14
characteristically consequentialist According to Greene, a judgement is
characteristically consequentialist (or *characteristically utilitarian*) if
it is one that in ‘favor of characteristically consequentialist conclusions
(eg, “Better to save more lives”)’ (Greene 2007, p. 39). According to
Gawronski et al. (2017, p. 365), ‘a given judgment cannot be categorized as [consequentialist] without confirming its property of being
sensitive to consequences.’ 6
characteristically deontological According to Greene, a judgement is characteristically deontological if it is one that in ‘favor of characteristically deontological conclusions (eg, “It’s wrong despite the benefits”)’
(Greene 2007, p. 39). According to Gawronski et al. (2017, p. 365), ‘a
given judgment cannot be categorized as deontological without confirming its property of being sensitive to moral norms.’ 6
cognitively efficient A process is cognitively efficient to the degree that it
does not consume working memory and other scarce cognitive resources. 14
debunking argument A debunking argument aims to use facts about why
people make a certain judgement together with facts about which factors are morally relevant in order to undermine the case for accepting
13
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it. Königs (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 responding 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’ (Königs 2020, p. 2607). 8, 9
distal outcome The outcomes of an action can be partially ordered by the
cause-effect relation. For one outcome to be more distal than another
is for it to be lower with respect to that partial ordering. To illustrate,
if you kick a ball through a window, the window’s breaking is a more
distal outcome than the kicking. 6, 7, 10, 11
dual-process theory Any theory concerning abilities in a particular domain
on which those abilities involve two or more processes which are distinct in this sense: the conditions which influence whether one mindreading process occurs differ from the conditions which influence
whether another occurs. 10
fast A fast process is one that is to some interesting degree automatic and
to some interesting degree cognitively efficient. 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, not the basis for a rigorous theory. 5, 8
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, 8
not-justified-inferentially A claim (or premise, or principle) is not-justifiedinferentially if it is not justified in virtue of being inferred from some
other claim (or premise, or principle).
14
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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 ‘notjustified-inferentially’ does not imply this. Any claim which is not
justified at all is thereby not-justified-inferentially. 4, 9, 12
outcome An outcome of an action is a possible or actual state of affairs. 14,
15
proximal outcome The outcomes of an action can be partially ordered by
the cause-effect relation. For one outcome to be more proximal than
another is for it to be higher with respect to that partial ordering. To
illustrate, if you kick a ball through a window, the kicking is a more
proximal outcome than the window’s breaking. 6
unfamiliar problem An unfamiliar problem (or situation) is one ’with which
we have inadequate evolutionary, cultural, or personal experience’
(Greene 2014, p. 714). 5
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