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Intuitive and Counterintuitive 
Morality

Guy Kahane

1.  Intuition and Deliberation in Moral Psychology
Recent empirical work on moral psychology is often claimed to have yielded sur-
prising and disturbing results. It has discovered, it is said, that moral judgment is not 
based in reason or conscious reflection, but in immediate intuitions. And it tells us 
that individuals rarely engage in deliberation when they make moral judgment, and 
even when they do, their reasoning merely aims to rationalize a pre-established in-
tuitive conclusion. To shift to psychological terms, the emerging picture is that moral 
judgment is based almost exclusively in processes that are automatic—fast, effortless, 
and unconscious—and only rarely, if at all, in processes that are deliberative—slow, ef-
fortful, and involving explicit conscious thinking (Haidt 2001, 2007, 2012; Greene and 
Haidt 2002).1

When these findings are discussed, it’s usually assumed that what is surprising about 
them is the key role they ascribe to intuition in moral judgment. But in itself this is nei-
ther surprising nor disturbing. It is hardly news to moral philosophers that intuition 
plays a central role in our moral lives. Moral philosophers would be surprised, how-
ever, to find out that our intuitions are not just starting points for ethical reflection, but 
also where it invariably ends. A pressing question, then, is whether moral judgment is 
ever also based in genuine deliberation.

An important body of research by Joshua Greene and his colleagues, and research 
influenced by it, has offered a striking answer to this question. While broadly confirm-
ing the view that automatic processing drives the moral judgments of most individu-
als, it also appears to show that there is a minority whose moral judgments are based 
on deliberation. Moreover, this minority uses deliberation to arrive at moral conclu-
sions that, far from being mere rationalizations of prior intuitions, actually go counter 

	 1	 For general discussion of these two kinds of psychological processes, see Stanovich 1999; Evans 2007.
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10  Guy Kahane

to their immediate intuitions (Greene et al. 2001; Greene et al. 2004; Greene 2008; 
Paxton and Greene 2010).

What is most striking about this research, however, is that it has tied the psycho-
logical divide between automaticity and “controlled” deliberation to moral judgments 
with opposing contents. For it appears to show that when the majority follow their im-
mediate intuitions, the result is deontological in content, whereas when individuals 
do engage deliberative reasoning, they arrive instead at contrary utilitarian conclu-
sions.2 This dual process model of moral judgment is meant as a quite general account 
of moral psychology, dividing the mind into two modes of processing that generate 
conflicting moral outputs—and moreover moral outputs that have a strong philosoph-
ical resonance.3

Needless to say, Greene’s dual model would be of great interest even if it were only a 
descriptive account of our moral psychology. But much more might be at stake here, 
since Greene and others have gone on to argue that this theory has dramatic normative 
implications—that it offers support for utilitarianism and its many counterintuitive 
implications (Greene 2008; Singer 2005).4

Notice again that what is potentially disturbing about this model for non-utilitarians 
isn’t the role it ascribes to intuition in deontology. Most (though not all) non-utilitarian 
views explicitly appeal to intuitions. This is merely a truism, something we don’t need 
fancy neuroimaging to know.5 What might be disturbing isn’t the presence of intui-
tion, but the supposed absence of deliberation: the claim that deontological judgments 

	 2	 In what follows, I will reluctantly follow Greene and pretty much everyone else in this literature in using 
“utilitarian judgment” to refer to what are really just judgments that, in a given decision context, are more 
utility maximizing than the alternatives (see Kahane and Shackel 2010). As we shall soon see, this termi-
nology is highly misleading at best. I will also reluctantly follow this literature in using “utilitarianism” to 
refer to what is at best a very simple form of Act Utilitarianism, understood, moreover, not just as a criterion 
of rightness but also as a concrete decision procedure (see again Kahane and Shackel 2010). This simple 
variant of utilitarianism is actually rejected by many contemporary utilitarians, let alone by non-utilitarian 
consequentialists. But the criticism I will be developing here is meant to apply even if we assume this incred-
ibly narrow understanding of utilitarianism. Finally, again in line with the current literature, I will be using 
“deontological” to refer merely to views that are non-utilitarian.
	 3	 Greene and others often refer to the view as the “dual process model of moral judgment.” But this label 
is misleading. Greene isn’t merely applying the general dual process approach to the mind to the moral do-
main—something that can be done in multiple ways. What is interesting (and controversial) about Greene’s 
model is the way he ties automaticity and deliberation (aka System 1 and System 2) to distinct moral outputs, 
something that is in no way entailed by the general dual process approach (see Kahane 2012 for an attempt to 
precisely state Greene’s model and its different components). When I criticize Greene’s dual process model 
in what follows, I intend to refer only to this more specific view; I will later actually outline an alternative way 
to apply the dual process approach to the model domain.
	 4	 For criticism of Singer and Greene’s normative arguments, see Berker 2009; Kahane, 2010.
	 5	 It would be slightly, but only slightly, more surprising to discover that non-utilitarian judgments are 
driven by emotion. But this is something that some non-utilitarians (think of Bernard Williams) explicitly 
avow. And the evidence suggesting that non-utilitarian judgments are driven (as opposed to influenced) by 
emotion is far from conclusive (see, e.g., Huebner et al. 2009). In any event, whether or not such judgments 
involve emotion, we now know they are responsive to the interaction of a complex range of factors—they 
are nothing like crude gut reactions. In line with that, in a recent study we found that a pharmacological in-
tervention that reduces the physiological arousal component of emotion (that is, literally the “gut” part of 
emotion) in fact led to an increase in deontological judgment (Terbeck et al. 2013).
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involve nothing beyond intuition, and that deliberation always (or perhaps nearly al-
ways) points in a utilitarian direction.

In what follows, I will therefore largely grant the claim that deontological judgment 
is based in intuition.6 What I will challenge in this chapter is Greene’s more contro-
versial claim that utilitarian judgments are uniquely based in deliberative processing. 
I will argue that a closer inspection of the evidence supports a very different picture of 
our moral psychology.

My argument will proceed as follows. In section 2, I will provide evidence that there 
is in fact nothing distinctively utilitarian about deliberation to “utilitarian” conclu-
sions. In section 3, I will go further and argue that such deliberation to “utilitarian” 
conclusions is in fact best understood as non-utilitarian in character. In section 4, I will 
argue that when individuals do arrive at counterintuitive conclusions in a way that 
might actually resemble utilitarian reasoning, these judgments actually turn out to be 
non-deliberative—and worse. In section 5, I will present findings that suggest that there 
is actually little connection between so-called “utilitarian” responses to trolley-like 
dilemmas and genuine concern for the greater good. I  conclude, in section 6, by 
drawing some general lessons for the cognitive science of ethics.

I will not directly consider the possible normative significance of this body of 
research. But if my argument is even partly successful, then the idea that this empirical 
research can be used to support utilitarianism will seem highly misguided, at best.

2.  Utilitarian or Counterintuitive?
2.1.  The Evidence Linking Utilitarian Judgment and  
Deliberative Processing

There is a great deal of empirical research that is supposed to support Greene’s dual 
process model. However, much of this research in fact only provides evidence for 
the uncontroversial tie between deontological judgment and automaticity, or for the 
slightly more controversial tie between such judgment and emotion (see e.g. Greene 
et al. 2001; Greene et al. 2004; Mendez et al. 2005; Koenigs et al. 2007; Ciaramelli et al. 
2007; Moretto et al. 2009).

The available evidence for deliberative processing in utilitarian judgment is rather 
more limited. Some of it comes from Greene’s neuroimaging studies. These studies 
have reported that moral judgments in so-called “impersonal” trolley-like dilemmas—
dilemmas to which most people give “utilitarian” answers—recruit greater activity in 
areas classically associated with cognitive processing (the right dorsolateral prefrontal 
cortex (DLPFC) and inferior parietal lobe) compared to “personal” dilemmas like the 
famous Footbridge case, to which most people give “deontological answers” (Greene 

	 6	 For further discussion of the relation between deontological judgement, intuition, and emotion, see 
Kahane 2012.
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et al. 2001; Greene et al. 2004).7 Moreover, when subjects do endorse utilitarian solu-
tions to “difficult” personal dilemmas, these judgments turn out to be associated with 
greater activation in the DLPFC and the dorsal anterior cingulate cortex (dACC), an 
area implicated in conflict, compared to contrary deontological judgments (Greene 
et al. 2004).

The classic marker of the automatic/deliberative contrast is difference in response 
times (RT)—deliberative processing should take longer. Although Greene originally 
reported that utilitarian judgments in personal dilemmas were associated with greater 
RTs compared to deontological ones (Greene et al. 2001; Greene et al. 2004), these 
results have not held up when the stimuli used were better (Moore et al. 2008; Greene 
et al. 2008; see also McGuire et al. 2009; Greene 2009). However, another classical 
marker is interference through cognitive load: A competing task should affect only 
responses based in deliberative processing. Greene et al. 2008 report that a cognitive 
load manipulation raised response times for utilitarian judgments but not for deon-
tological judgments in “high conflict” personal dilemmas. However, contrary to what 
Greene’s model predicts, such a manipulation did not affect the rates of utilitarian 
judgment. Nevertheless, in line with the model, more recent studies did find that time 
pressure increased rates of utilitarian judgment (Suter and Hertwig 2011), whereas 
stress reduced them (Youssef et al. 2012).

A further source of evidence comes from studies tying utilitarian judgement to 
traits and capacities associated with deliberative processing. In particular, higher rates 
of utilitarian judgments were associated both with “need for cognition,” a motiva-
tional tendency to prefer effortful cognition (Bartels 2008), and with greater working 
memory capacity, a component of general intelligence (Moore et al. 2008; but see also 
Koven 2011).8 In addition, exposure of people to non-moral problems that were specif-
ically designed to assess the capacity to suppress a strong intuitive answer and instead 
endorse a counterintuitive solution (Frederick 2005) also induced greater rates of util-
itarian judgment (Paxton et al. 2012).9

	 7	 In “personal” moral dilemmas like Footbridge, one must choose whether to significantly harm someone 
in an “up close and personal” way, or to let a larger number of people die; “impersonal” dilemmas involve a 
similar decision, but the harm is done in a more indirect way. In what follows, I will ignore important wor-
ries about classifying moral dilemmas in this way (for further discussion, see Kahane and Shackel 2010).
	 8	 Notice however that these studies offer only indirect evidence for the role of deliberative processing in 
utilitarian judgment, since unlike the studies cited here, these studies don’t directly measure the processes 
that are involved in generating such judgments. The tie between utilitarian judgment and, say, a motiva-
tional tendency to effortful cognition may be explained by greater engagement in effortful cognition when 
individuals make utilitarian judgments, but it can also be explained by other factors (individuals higher 
on need for cognition may be different from other people in all sorts of ways that might affect their moral 
judgment).
	 9	 As I point out in Kahane 2012, n. 10, Moore et al. 2008 and Paxton et al. 2012 (as well as Paxton et al. 
2013) tied “utilitarian” judgment to potential markers of deliberative processing only in “personal” dilemmas 
where—unlike the classic Footbridge case—even if you don’t harm someone to save five, that person will 
die anyway. This is problematic, since many deontological views would also endorse such a conclusion. For 
other methodological worries about some of the evidence listed in this section, see Kahane and Shackel 2011 
and Berker 2009.
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2.2.  Problematic Inferences

There is thus considerable evidence appearing to establish a tie between utilitarian 
judgment and deliberative processing. There is, however, an obvious gap in this ev-
idence. Greene’s dual process model is clearly meant to be entirely general: It makes 
a general claim about utilitarian judgment, a claim that is supposed to apply across 
moral contexts and domains.10 But virtually all of the research taken to support the 
model has focused on so-called “trolley problems” and similar scenarios where one 
person must be seriously harmed to save a greater number. Such dilemmas of course 
relate to a rather unusual part of morality, and are merely one of numerous contexts 
in which utilitarianism clashes with commonsense intuitions11—to name just a few 
other examples, act utilitarianism requires complete impartiality, implying both that 
we shouldn’t give any inherent moral priority to those dear and near to us, and that 
we have obligations to make extremely demanding sacrifices to help distant stran-
gers in need (I’ll return to this example below); utilitarianism also rejects retributive 
punishment and the notion of desert quite generally, and similarly gives no intrinsic 
weight to considerations of distributive justice—and this is just the beginning of a 
long list.12

So the model currently relies on a huge inductive leap from findings about 
trolley-like problems to general conclusions about the sources of “utilitarian” and “de-
ontological” judgment. It’s unfortunately common for researchers to report that some 
study has shown utilitarian judgments to be this or that, where it at most shows this 
about utilitarian (viz. utility maximizing) judgments in trolley-like dilemmas.

We shall later return to this problem. My more immediate aim in what follows, 
however, is to show that even in the narrow domain of trolley-like problems, this sup-
posed tie between utilitarian judgment and deliberative processing involves a serious 
misreading of the current evidence. In the next two sections, I will therefore focus on 

	 10	 The intended strength of this claim isn’t entirely clear. But the idea seems to be that utilitarian judgments 
are the favored outputs of deliberative processing, and that contrary deontological outputs are at best rare 
exceptions, even aberrations. Notice moreover that Greene’s model makes a claim about the causal source of 
each type of judgment. It is perfectly compatible with deontological judgments sometimes engaging deliber-
ative processing in an extensive way, so long as this processing plays a merely epiphenomenal role in the final 
output—so long as it is engaged merely to offer a rationalization of the initial intuition.
	 11	 In fact, although Greene and other researchers often present the trolley case as a core part of the tradi-
tional case against utilitarianism, this is highly misleading at best. The trolley problem is a problem internal 
to non-utilitarian ethics, as a look at Foot 1978 and Thomson 1976 would confirm.
	 12	 When we spell out the ways in which utilitarianism clashes with commonsense morality, we need to 
be careful with the distinction between criterion of rightness and decision procedure (see n. 2). So-called 
“indirect” utilitarianism, for example, may allow us to give priority to our loved ones, because such a “de-
cision procedure” (i.e. actual moral psychology) will in fact lead to better consequences. But this point, 
of course, also applies to how we respond to the classical trolley cases (see Kahane and Shackel 2011). As 
I explained above, I will be following Greene in using “utilitarianism” to refer to a very simple form of Act 
Utilitarianism—a slightly simplified version, if you want, of the view associated with Peter Singer.
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another problematic inference that underlies the dual process model. Greene and oth-
ers slide from the supposed empirical finding that

	(1)	 when individuals make utilitarian judgments in trolley cases, deliberative proc-
essing plays a causal role in the generation of these judgments

to the conclusion that

	(2)	 deliberative processing reflects the distinctively utilitarian character of these 
judgments.

In what follows, I shall argue that this deliberative processing is unlikely to have much 
to do with the utilitarian content of these judgments. In fact, we shall see that the con-
nection between deliberative processing and utilitarian judgment is rather superficial.

2.3.  An Overlooked Confound?

Here is one obvious reason why it is invalid to infer, from evidence associating “util-
itarian” judgments with deliberative processing, the conclusion that this processing 
reflects the distinctive utilitarian character of these judgments. Greene and other 
researchers typically compare utilitarian judgments that are highly counterintuitive 
(such as: push the fat man in the Footbridge dilemma) with contrary deontological judg-
ments that are strongly intuitive (e.g. don’t push). They observe various behavioral and 
neural differences between the two. And they conclude that these differences must re-
flect differences between utilitarian and deontological judgments. But there is a glaring 
alternative explanation they have overlooked: These differences might merely reflect 
differences between counterintuitive and intuitive judgments, quite regardless of the 
content of these judgments. If this is correct, then the apparent tie between process and 
content is really just an artefact of the kinds of scenarios that researchers have studied, 
reflecting nothing very interesting about utilitarian and deontological judgments.

Now this alternative explanation wouldn’t be a problem if all counterintuitive judg-
ments were utilitarian, and all intuitive ones deontological. But this is obviously not so, 
as Kant’s notorious assertion that we mustn’t lie even to prevent murder demonstrates 
(Kant 1797/1966; this example is actually mentioned in Greene 2008). Most people 
seem to find it immediately obvious that we should lie in such a case—it is natural to 
say that they find this “utilitarian” decision intuitive, and the contrary deontological 
one strongly counterintuitive. And the mere existence of these overlooked pairings of 
content (utilitarian/deontological) and intuitiveness (intuitive/counterintuitive) al-
ready presents apparent counterexamples to Greene’s model.

Could Greene deny that there really are these counterexamples? With respect to 
supposed instances of intuitive utilitarian judgments, he might argue that although 
some “utilitarian” judgments are immediate and effortless, and based on intuition in 
some broad sense, they are nevertheless not genuinely automatic—though this would 
also seem to drain talk of automaticity of much of its content. In any event, Greene 
himself speculates that utilitarian judgments have their origin in immediate affective 
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responses to harm to others (Cushman, Young, and Greene 2010). So he already seems 
committed to accepting this counterexample, although it’s not clear how exactly to 
square this with his general model.13

I’m more interested, however, in the possibility of counterintuitive deontological 
judgments, since they challenge the crucial tie between deliberative processing and 
utilitarianism. How might Greene challenge this possibility? Greene doesn’t deny that 
some deontological claims, such as Kant’s remarks on lying, seem counterintuitive. But 
he seems to treat these as rare cases where a commitment to an explicit philosophical 
theory leads some philosophers to make counterintuitive judgments (Greene 2008, 
65–6; Paxton and Greene 2010). However, non-philosophers plainly make similar de-
ontological judgments, and Greene is surely committed to claiming that such judg-
ments must involve utterly different psychological processes than the counterintuitive 
utilitarian judgments on which the research has so far focused. One possibility that is 
in line with Greene’s model is that judgments that appear to be counterintuitive deon-
tological judgments really reflect, not the effortful overcoming of a utilitarian intui-
tion, but unusual affective responses—e.g. an atypically strong aversion to lying.

In any case, apparent everyday examples of counterintuitive deontological judg-
ments, and utilitarian judgments based on intuition, have so far been strangely ignored 
by researchers. What would we find if we examined them?

Taken at face value, Greene’s dual process model makes clear predictions. Utilitarian 
judgments should involve deliberative processing, whether they are (in the loose sense 
set out above) intuitive or not. And the neural and behavioral correlates of counterin-
tuitive deontological judgments should be utterly different from those of counterintui-
tive utilitarian ones such as in the Footbridge dilemma. The alternative hypothesis I’ve 
just offered makes exactly contrary predictions: Counterintuitive judgments should 
engage similar brain areas whether or not they are deontological or utilitarian; and a 
parallel prediction follows for intuitive judgments. In a recent neuroimaging study, we 
set out to test these competing hypotheses.

2.4.  Intuitiveness vs. Content

In that study, we first operationalized “intuitiveness” by surveying the unreflective 
judgments of an independent sample of non-philosophers, and classifying types of 
judgments as intuitive if they were clearly dominant—if they were made unreflec-
tively by 13 or more out of the 18 independent judges; the contrary judgments were 
classified as “counterintuitive” (Kahane et al. 2012).14 In addition to the commonly used 

	 13	 An even more embarrassing counterexample is provided by a recent study in which Greene himself was 
involved. That study found, across a wide range of decision contexts, that most subjects find cooperative 
decisions more intuitive than selfish ones, which typically require greater deliberative effort (Rand, Greene, 
and Nowak 2012). It’s hard to see how this squares with Greene’s model. Moreover, to the extent that an 
association with deliberation is supposed to give support to a normative view—as Greene often seems to 
assume—then these results should strongly support rational egoism.
	 14	 On this operationalization, “intuitiveness” is a population-relative notion, so judging that we are forbid-
den to push in Footbridge counts as intuitive in this sense even though, as we shall see in section 4, some 
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dilemmas such as Footbridge where the utilitarian choice is typically counterintui-
tive, we also used dilemmas, not previously studied, where the deontological choice is 
counterintuitive, such as refusing to lie to prevent harm. Importantly, although only a 
minority of these lay judges endorsed refusal to lie in such cases, it is highly unlikely, 
to put it mildly, that this refusal was based in adherence to some explicit deontological 
theory.

We then used fMRI to compare the neural correlates of responses to these two kinds 
of dilemmas. Setting aside many points of detail, our main finding can be summarized 
as follows: The apparent neural and behavioral differences between utilitarian and de-
ontological judgments in trolley-like dilemmas appear to be driven almost exclusively 
by differences in their intuitiveness, not in their content.15 To focus on the case that is 
most relevant to our discussion, “utilitarian” judgments such as that it is appropriate 
to push in Footbridge, and what we can call “ultra-deontological” judgments, such 
as refusing to lie to prevent harm, were associated with strikingly similar patterns of 
neural activation, compared to contrary intuitive judgments. In other words, coun-
terintuitive judgments with radically opposing contents were based in highly similar 
neural processes.

These results are plainly incompatible with Greene’s dual process model.16 They 
show, first, that it’s not the case that deontological judgments are associated with auto-
matic processing, and utilitarian with deliberative processing, across different moral 
domains.17 But our results also strongly suggest that the differences between utilitarian 
and deontological judgments reported by previous studies largely reflect differences in 

individuals may actually lack this intuition. Notice that we don’t define intuitiveness as merely a matter 
of consensus. The independent judges were explicitly asked for their unreflective response; after reflection, 
some gave different answers to some of these dilemmas.
	 15	 See Kahane et al. 2012 for the full details of the analysis that supports this conclusion. For a similar con-
clusion based on a different approach, see Baron et al. 2012.
	 16	 In an empirical response to our study, Paxton et al. 2013 report that responses to the Cognitive Reflection 
Test, a measure developed to measure counterintuitive thinking in a non-moral context, was associated 
with increased utilitarian responses both in a personal dilemma and in one of the lying dilemmas we used 
in Kahane et al. 2012. This is an interesting result that is not predicted by my remarks above. However, even 
setting aside the fact that only a single dilemma of each type was used in this study, and other methodo-
logical worries (see e.g. n. 9), this result does not really address the main result of our study: that similar 
neural processes were associated with counterintuitive moral judgments of opposing contents, and that the 
differences between utilitarian and deontological judgments within (appropriate) personal dilemmas were 
almost entirely explained by differences in intuitiveness.
	 17	 Notice that our main aim was to compare counterintuitive judgments of opposing contents. It wasn’t 
to demonstrate that in some contexts, deontological judgments also involve deliberative processing. In fact 
we didn’t find that counterintuitive judgments were generally associated with greater response times, or 
with activation in classical cognitive areas, compared to contrary intuitive ones. In fact we didn’t find this 
even when we compared only counterintuitive utilitarian judgments with intuitive deontological ones—the 
comparison closest to that in Greene et al. 2004. Counterintuitive judgments were, however, associated with 
greater perceived difficulty, and with activation in the subgenual part of the rostral ACC, an area that has 
been implicated in affective conflict (Etkin et al. 2006), but also in feeling guilt (Zahn et al. 2009a; Zahn et al. 
2009b). So we actually found only limited support for the hypothesis that counterintuitive judgments—
including counterintuitive utilitarian judgments in trolley-like cases—are generally associated with deliber-
ative processing.
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intuitiveness even when we consider only “personal” dilemmas like Footbridge cases. 
So it seems that the neural and behavioral correlates of paradigmatic “utilitarian” judg-
ments merely reflect deliberation to a counter-intuitive conclusion—and not anything 
distinctively utilitarian.18

2.5.  A Less Exciting Dual Process Model

So what we get, instead of Greene’s exciting and controversial dual-process model, is 
an alternative and rather less surprising dual-process model:

The Banal Dual Process Model. Intuitive judgments are generally associated with automatic 
processing, and counterintuitive judgments with deliberative processing.

Greene has suggested to me that his dual process theory is really meant to essentially 
make this more general claim about intuitive and counterintuitive judgment. This, 
however, is certainly not how the theory has so far been presented or understood. If 
Greene’s claim is simply that many utilitarian judgments are counterintuitive, and that 
the processes involved in making such judgment merely reflect the processes gener-
ally involved in making counterintuitive judgments, then these are near truisms. It 
is hardly a great surprise that counterintuitive judgments are harder to make, or that 
they require more deliberative effort. And since we know that some utilitarian judg-
ments are counterintuitive, it is also hardly surprising that these judgments are harder 
to make . . . But this would give no support to the ambitious theoretical and normative 
arguments that Greene and others have elaborated on the basis of the dual process 
model—after all, these truisms imply nothing interesting that is specific to utilitari-
anism, let alone anything favorable to utilitarianism.

It might be replied that even if deliberative processing is generally associated with 
counterintuitive moral judgments, such processing nevertheless favors utilitarian 
judgments. If this is a general claim, not specific to trolley-like cases, it’s hard to see 
what evidence is supposed to support it. How exactly are we supposed to measure such 
a general tendency?19 It is also important to distinguish this interesting sounding hy-
pothesis from the far less exciting claim in the reverse direction: that utilitarian judg-
ment more often involves deliberative processing simply because utilitarianism issues 
more counterintuitive conclusions compared to many other moral views. The latter 
claim is a mere truism. We don’t need fancy neuroimaging to know that.

Let me summarize this section. I have argued that even if utilitarian judgments in 
trolley-like dilemmas are deliberative, this deliberation is merely generic. If these judg-
ments involve deliberative processing, this is merely because they are counterintuitive, 

	 18	 In line with this, we also didn’t find common correlates for so-called “utilitarian” judgments across dif-
ferent domains.
	 19	 And see again the Rand, Greene, and Nowak (2012) study mentioned in n. 13, associating deliberation 
and selfish decisions. Does deliberative processing favor both utilitarianism and rational egoism?
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not because they’re utilitarian. And the processes involved are (broadly) the same as 
those involved in counterintuitive ultra-deontological judgments.

3.  Deliberating about What?
3.1.  “Utilitarian reasoning” and the Footbridge dilemma

In this section, I want to take the argument one step further.20 Consider again the prob-
lematic inference from evidence associating “utilitarian” judgments with deliberative 
processing, to the conclusion that this processing reflects the distinctive utilitarian 
character of these judgments. To decide whether this inference is valid, we need to 
know what it would mean for such processing to have some distinctive utilitarian char-
acter. Unfortunately, however, Greene’s dual process model is surprisingly unclear on 
this question.

Greene sometimes writes that utilitarian judgments are generated by “utilitarian 
reasoning.” But what does Greene mean when he speaks of “utilitarian reasoning” (or 
“cost–benefit analysis”) leading, say, to the judgment that it is morally appropriate to 
push the stranger in Footbridge?

Greene does not, of course, think that individuals making such judgments explicitly 
endorse act utilitarianism or any similar ethical theory. Neither is it plausible that they 
endorse such a theory implicitly, since virtually all of them make some deontological 
judgments in some contexts (see Kahane and Shackel 2011). Still, if they are to be said to 
be making “utilitarian” judgments even in the thinnest sense, their ground for judging 
that it’s appropriate to push the stranger must be that this would lead to better conse-
quences. And if they reach this conclusion by explicit reasoning, as Greene holds, then 
they must be reasoning from a corresponding general moral principle. This means that 
such individuals must be following something at least approximating the following 
piece of reasoning:21

	(1)	 We are required to impartially maximize well-being.
	(2)	 5 lives > 1 life.

Therefore

	(3)	 We are required to sacrifice 1 to save 5.

If this is what individuals are going through when they arrive at utilitarian conclu-
sions, then they would indeed be making an inference that sets out from a utilitarian 
premise to a utilitarian conclusion—though I’ll later question whether it’s usefully 
called utilitarian reasoning.

	 20	 The argument in this section is heavily based on Kahane 2012. Some empirical and conceptual detail 
has been removed to clarify the argument, and several new points have been added. Still, readers already 
familiar with (or even persuaded by) the argument of that paper may prefer to skip to section 4.
	 21	 This picture is essentially endorsed in Cushman, Young, and Greene (2010).
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3.2.  Deliberative Processing of What?

Let’s suppose for the moment that subjects are really engaged in the piece of reasoning 
Greene ascribes to them.22 Greene’s main claim is that when subjects engage in such 
reasoning and reach utilitarian conclusions, they uniquely do so using deliberative 
processing. This is what the empirical evidence cited above is supposed to show.

But we should ask:  What exactly does this deliberative processing reflect? Let’s 
briefly consider some possibilities.

Recognizing a Foundational Principle?
If the deliberative processing reflected recognition of the moral principle that we 
are required to maximize utility then it would perhaps reflect a distinctly utilitarian 
thinking. But this is highly implausible. Even if someone reached this normative view 
through effortful reflection when first confronted with, say, the Footbridge case, surely 
this is something they only need to do once, so this anyway couldn’t account for the 
greater levels of deliberative processing found in responses to a large set of dilemmas.

Notice, moreover, that this is a foundational moral principle—such a principle can 
serve as a premise for reasoning, but it’s not itself plausibly supported by any kind of 
inference.23 So to the extent that the deliberative processing associated with utilitarian 
judgment is supposed to reflect reasoning, it can’t reflect the non-inferential judgment 
(aka intuition) that we should maximize utility.

This example nicely illustrates the limits of thinking about moral psychology using 
the dual process framework. If the utilitarian principle that we ought to maximize 
the greater good is non-inferential, then it’s in one good sense intuitive. Yet it is also 
claimed to be the product of “reason,” rather than anything external to it (cf. Singer 
2005; de Lazari-Radek and Singer 2012). Nor need it be immediate: That insight may 
strike someone after long, effortful reflection.

Counting the Numbers?
Another possibility, which is often implied by the way Greene and others describe util-
itarian judgment, is that the deliberative processing reflects the calculation of “5 lives 
> 1 life.”

The first problem with this suggestion is that this isn’t any kind of utilitarian rea-
soning. This is just standard non-moral reasoning, used to apply a moral principle—any 
kind of moral principle.24 It’s easy to vary the degree of non-moral reasoning needed 
to apply different moral considerations in a given context. Some “utilitarian” ques-
tions involve little or no calculation (“Should we give someone in agony a painkiller?”), 

	 22	 See Kahane 2012, §2.3 for further reasons to doubt this.
	 23	 This is a point that is often emphasized by utilitarians like Singer—see Singer 2005; de Lazari-Radek and 
Singer 2012.
	 24	 This point is actually supported by Greene’s own work: Shenhav and Greene (2010) report that so-called 
“utilitarian” reasoning has the same neural correlates as non-moral reasoning.
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and some deontological questions require quite a bit of calculation (“Should someone 
break a promise to a friend that conflicts with 3 promises to his daughter, when this 
requires lying twice?”). Responses to such questions are likely to differ in reaction 
times or DLPFC activation, reflecting obvious differences in complexity. But of course 
these processing differences would tell us absolutely nothing about the psychology of 
utilitarianism or deontology. Non-moral reasoning is simply irrelevant to that issue. It 
follows that if the deliberative processing associated with utilitarian judgment merely 
reflects the calculation of “5 lives > 1 life,” this would merely be a contingent artefact of 
the particular stimuli Greene and others are comparing, rather than any kind of inter-
esting feature of utilitarian vs. deontological thinking.

In any event, however, it is extremely unlikely that the deliberative processing 
reflects this simple calculation. Non-utilitarians are not numerically challenged. It is 
near certain that all subjects considering Footbridge and similar dilemmas make this 
simple calculation, whether or not they reach a “utilitarian” conclusion. It is aston-
ishing that so many researchers seem to think otherwise. There is a further problem: It 
is surely the case that no cognitive effort is required to judge that 5 is greater than 1! As 
we shall see in section 4, there is in fact evidence that engaging in such “utilitarian rea-
soning” can actually be quick and utterly effortless.

3.3.  So What Does the Deliberative Processing Reflect?

The argument I have been developing so far largely converges with the empirical ev-
idence I presented in section 2. It suggests that if utilitarian judgments are associated 
with deliberative processing, that processing doesn’t reflect any kind of “utilitarian rea-
soning.” In the previous section, I already argued that this processing really reflects a 
generic type of deliberation to a counterintuitive conclusion. In the rest of this section, 
I want to look more closely into what such deliberation might involve in the context of 
trolley-like dilemmas.

Overcoming Conflict?
If “utilitarian” judgments in Footbridge involve deliberative processing then that proc-
essing couldn’t reflect “utilitarian reasoning.” So it must reflect something else. What 
could that be?

Greene’s own account suggests a further option. After all, his account says that indi-
viduals not only engage in such “utilitarian reasoning,” but also need to actively sup-
press the pre-potent emotional response pushing them in the contrary deontological 
direction:

Deliberation reflects conflict. When deontological intuitions are present, effortful deliberative 
processing is needed if one is to arrive at a contrary utilitarian judgment.

This is supposed to be why we find greater activation in the dorsal Anterior Cingulate 
Cortex (dACC), an area associated with conflict, when subjects make utilitarian judg-
ments. As Greene often points out, the dACC is also active in the classical Stroop 
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paradigm, where deliberative processing is needed to overcome the pre-potent impulse to 
name the color word rather than the color in which it is written (Greene et al. 2004, 390).

I have so far deliberately ignored this part of Greene’s theory. Greene typically presents 
the deliberative processing associated with utilitarian judgment as reflecting both “utili-
tarian reasoning” and the conflict generated by the contrary emotion. The argument so far 
shows that it can at most reflect the latter.

The problem is that talk about emotional conflict and overcoming an emotional re-
sponse is ambiguous. It can mean two rather different things. The first interpretation, 
which is implicit in Greene’s view, doesn’t really support his model, and is also implausible. 
The second, more plausible interpretation is simply incompatible with Greene’s overall 
theory. I will consider each interpretation in turn.

Resisting/Inhibiting a Pre-potent Emotion?
If we take the analogy to the Stroop paradigm literally, then the deliberative processing 
should reflect the effort that individuals are making to resist a spurious distorting in-
fluence (see Paxton and Greene 2010). Such outright rejection of one’s intuitions is of 
course common in genuine utilitarian thinking for the simple reason that utilitarians 
reject all non-utilitarian moral considerations, and thus all of the intuitions that (at 
least sometimes) drive them.

The first problem with this suggestion is that there is nothing distinctly utilitarian in 
rejecting some intuition as spurious—this is something that both utilitarians and deontol-
ogists do. Indeed, we also often dismiss our intuitions in this way in many non-moral con-
texts. In any case, since this is a purely negative operation, it tells us nothing positive about 
the source and nature of utilitarian thinking. Instead of the claim tying utilitarian judg-
ment and deliberative processing, we again get the banal claim that whenever strong intui-
tions are present, effortful deliberative processing is needed if one is to arrive at a judgment 
contrary to these intuitions. It should be obvious that this near truism does not support the 
dual process model as such, let alone the grandiose theoretical and normative conclusions 
that Greene and others want to derive from it (see again Greene 2008; Singer 2005).

In any event, it turns out that this interpretation of the data is also highly implausible. If 
subjects rejected their aversion to intentionally killing an innocent person as expressing 
any kind of genuine moral reason, then they should surely reject it as such a reason quite 
generally. But few subjects make consistently utilitarian decisions across the board even 
in the restricted context of trolley-style dilemmas—though in section 4 we will consider 
subjects who at least approximate such a pattern—so when subjects endorse the deon-
tological answer to such dilemmas, are they simply suddenly “overcome” by an emotion 
they take to be spurious, as people sometimes get confused and make errors in the Stroop 
paradigm? This is utterly implausible. Moreover, subjects tend to report feeling guilty after 
making utilitarian judgments in personal dilemmas (Choe and Min 2011),25 and, when 

	 25	 More precisely, subjects reported feeling guilty when making utilitarian judgments in an overwhelming 
majority of personal dilemmas. However, Choe and Min found no correlation between a trait disposition to 
guilt, and rates of utilitarian judgment.
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given the chance, they report finding that both options are somewhat wrong (Kurzban, 
DeScioli, and Fein 2012). Neither of these results makes much sense if subjects are just 
resisting an insistent emotional urge which they perceive as utterly spurious.

Non-utilitarian Weighing of Opposing Duties
The subpersonal talk about conflict generated by a contrary emotion is also com-
patible with another, and more plausible, picture of the deliberation that most 
non-philosophers go through when they make “utilitarian” judgments in Footbridge.

In most moral dilemmas, we face genuine opposing moral reasons, and try to figure 
out which of these “wins” in the given context. We don’t treat the reasons we ultimately 
reject as a mere psychological annoyance we need to repress. This is what makes 
moral dilemmas difficult: There are strong reasons supporting each of the conflicting 
choices.26

Once we begin to think of moral dilemmas in this more plausible way, an alternative 
account of what typically happens in trolley-like dilemmas naturally suggests itself. 
Subjects start, as I suggested earlier, with a moral reason or principle:

	(1)	 We have reason to reduce harm (or Prima Facie Duty to Save).

And they count the numbers:

	(2)	 5 lives > 1 life.

But they also recognize that

	(3)	 There is reason not to intentionally harm an innocent person (or Prima Facie 
Duty Not to Harm).

And at least some of them conclude, after some reflection, that

	(4)	 In this context, there is more reason to minimize harm.

Which is why they conclude that

	(5)	 It is permissible to sacrifice one to save 5.

If this is what is going on, then not only is it misleading to describe this as “utilitarian 
reasoning,” but what we have here is really a paradigmatic example of a distinctly deon-
tological form of deliberation (for a classical defence of this understanding of everyday 
moral deliberation, see Ross 1930). After all Act Utilitarianism leaves no space for such 

	 26	 Of course, even on the utilitarian view, there is some reason not to push the fat man—needless to say, 
the fat man’s death is a very bad consequence. But this counter-reason cannot generate conflict, or the need 
for effortful deliberation—on this utilitarian view, the number of lives saved in each of the two options are 
straightforwardly commensurable. As I have been repeating, there is neither effort nor conflict in conclud-
ing that 5 is greater than 1.
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weighing of competing moral duties or reasons: On Act Utilitarianism (understood as a 
decision-procedure) there is only a single duty, viz. to maximize impartial well-being, and 
its application to different contexts.

3.4.  Misunderstanding Moral Deliberation

Greene often portrays deontological responses as immediate judgments that some act is 
absolutely wrong, which he contrasts with the sophisticated utilitarian weighing of com-
peting concerns (see e.g. Greene 2008, 64). But this gets things exactly upside down. Most 
plausible forms of non-utilitarian thinking (including, of course, “commonsense” mo-
rality) are not absolutist in this way. Instead, non-utilitarian moral deliberation typically 
involves precisely the weighing of competing moral considerations (including consid-
erations about consequences), whereas utilitarian deliberation leaves space only for the 
(non-moral) comparison of the causal consequences of different lines of action. And, to 
repeat, in cases like Footbridge this utilitarian calculation should be obvious and effortless.

This more plausible alternative has so far been overlooked because current research 
relies on an incredibly narrow conception of what deliberation is or can be. It unthink-
ingly identifies deliberation with inference, and sharply contrasts it with intuition, as if 
inference is an utterly independent, competing source of judgment—neglecting to see 
that the premises for reasoning also need to come from somewhere, that effortful de-
liberation needn’t involve anything like inference, and, moreover, that there are certain 
kinds of intuitions and emotions that appear only in deliberative contexts.

It is because of that narrow conception of deliberation that Greene and others 
simply assume that if deliberative processing plays a part in generating “utilitarian” 
judgments, then this means that this deliberative processing is generating these judg-
ments from scratch, and that it does so by inference—as if the only alternative is for the 
deliberative processing to produce mere rationalization of some pre-existing emotion 
or intuition. But deliberative processing can play a genuine causal role in producing 
moral judgments without necessarily being the source of their content.

As described above, deliberative processing can help us decide between competing 
pro tanto moral reasons (or “prima facie duties”27) by generating an all-things-considered 
judgment about what ought to be done.28 And that decision can be conscious and ef-
fortful without being the result of inference—the judgment that, in some given con-
text, one duty outweighs another is almost certainly also based in intuition! (Notice 
that this would be a second order intuition resolving a conflict between two first order 
intuitions. For a classical statement of the view that we need something like intuition to 
resolve conflicts between opposing principles, see again Ross 1930).29

	 27	 I follow W. D. Ross in speaking of “prima facie duties,” but the relevant reasons are not literally “prima 
facie” (merely appearing to be genuine reasons), and are best described as “pro tanto” (genuine reasons that 
can be outweighed in a given context).
	 28	 Nichols and Mallon (2005) show that non-philosophers can easily distinguish between whether an act 
violated some rule (weak impermissibility) and whether that act was wrong, all things considered.
	 29	 I’m not claiming that no one treats the intuition not to push as spurious, only that most people don’t. 
There certainly are clear cases where people reject their intuitions/affective reactions as simply morally 
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It might be objected that subjects couldn’t be going through this deliberative process 
because, although something like the principle of utility is an explicit principle that 
people actually cite, the resistance to, e.g., pushing the stranger in Footbridge is an 
intuition that most people are unable to articulate as an explicit principle (Cushman 
et al. 2006). But this is irrelevant. We can be conscious of, and torn between, opposing 
moral considerations even if we can’t articulate them as fully explicit principles.30

This gives us an alternative explanation of the role of deliberative processing in util-
itarian judgment:

Deliberation as weighing of opposing reasons. “Utilitarian” judgments are generated by delib-
erative processing reflecting deliberation about the proper weighing of various moral reasons/
principles—some or all of which are deontological in character—when these generate con-
flicting verdicts about a given situation.

Notice that this account is perfectly compatible with the claim that “utilitarian” 
judgments in “personal” trolley-like dilemmas are more closely associated with de-
liberative processing. In many moral contexts, one of the opposing moral reasons 
or principles can be especially salient, and dominate, even pre-empt, deliberation. It 
might thus take some effort to see and give proper weight to competing considerations 
that are less salient.

3.5.  “Utilitarian” Judgment ≠ Utilitarian Reasoning

Let me end this section by tying the above argument to a familiar objection to utilitar-
ianism. Consider Bernard Williams’s famous anti-utilitarian example of Jim and the 
Indians, where Jim is told that if he shoots one Indian, the lives of several others would 
be spared (Williams in Smart and Williams 1973). Although this is sometime misun-
derstood, the point that Williams wanted to make with this example wasn’t that we 
shouldn’t make the “utilitarian” decision to save more lives—he was actually inclined to 
think we should. Williams’s point was rather that this decision shouldn’t be as easy as 
is implied by Act Utilitarianism; it should be a difficult, agonizing choice. And indeed, 
unlike a minority of individuals which (as we shall see in section 4) do find this an easy 
choice, most people seem to find such “utilitarian” choices difficult in exactly the way 
Williams described—and not merely because they need to overcome some irritating 
but spurious “pre-potent response.”31

spurious—one example might be the way that, according to Haidt, liberals regard their disgust reactions to 
harmless violations (Haidt 2001).
	 30	 In fact the utilitarian principle is itself indeterminate in multiple ways that utilitarians still disagree 
about.
	 31	 If you could put Bernard Williams in the scanner, and ask him for his view about the Jim and the Indians 
case, he would engage in agonizing deliberation about what one should do in such a situation. Suppose he 
ends up endorsing the “utilitarian” conclusion that Jim should shoot one of the Indians to save the greater 
number. It would be absurd to then say that, since he arrived at this conclusion through effortful delibera-
tion, this shows that utilitarianism is based on more cognitive processing. It would be even more absurd to 
think that by studying the neural correlates of Williams’s agonizing deliberation, we are learning anything 
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Greene et al. 2004 report that utilitarian judgments were associated with greater ac-
tivation in the insula, which they speculate might reflect repugnance at the sacrifice of 
the one. Moretto et al. 2009 report that a strong emotional reaction (reflected in skin 
conductance response) followed utilitarian judgments. And as we saw, Choe and Min 
2011 report that utilitarian judgments in most personal dilemmas were reported by 
subjects to be accompanied by some guilt.32 It’s hard to square these three findings with 
the common assumption that subjects view the deontological intuition as merely a gut 
reaction that needs to be resisted—but they nicely fit Williams’s 1965 remarks about the 
moral residue we feel when we are tragically forced to choose one of two profoundly 
bad options.

The lesson here is that it is a mistake to assume that if a moral judgment is “utili-
tarian” (in the narrow sense that, in a given moral context, it favors the act that maxi-
mizes utility), then this implies that the deliberation that generated it must also be 
“utilitarian.” Quite the opposite: Such “utilitarian” judgments are typically based in 
a distinctly deontological form of deliberation that is profoundly incompatible with 
utilitarianism.33

In this section, I’ve argued that when utilitarian judgments involve deliberation, 
it’s not just that this deliberation doesn’t reflect anything distinctly utilitarian—it’s a 
form of deliberation that is resolutely non-utilitarian in character!34 If an association 
with deliberation is supposed to support a moral theory, as Greene and others think (a 
rather questionable assumption), then, ironically, this empirical evidence should actu-
ally support non-utilitarian views.

4.  Cold or Calculating? “Pure” Utilitarian 
Judgments are Non-Deliberative

4.1.  Utilitarian Judgment without Deliberation

Utilitarians hold that their counterintuitive conclusions are simply what results when, 
instead of just following our immediate gut reactions, we use moral reasoning to criti-
cally scrutinize them (Singer 2005; Unger 1996). This picture of utilitarian psychology 

about the psychological sources of utilitarian thinking. I have been arguing in this section that a lot of cur-
rent research on “utilitarian” judgment falls exactly into this absurd mistake.
	 32	 Utilitarian judgments in some dilemmas were more strongly associated with disgust and other emo-
tions—but these also happen to be the dilemmas that Nick Shackel and I have previously shown to be utterly 
irrelevant, as now also conceded by Greene (see Kahane and Shackel 2008; Kahane and Shackel 2010).
	 33	 This is just one reason why it’s misguided to suggest, as Greene does, that we take “utilitarian” to refer 
to whatever processes turn out to underlie judgments with “characteristically utilitarian content” (Greene 
2008).
	 34	 Needless to say, if utilitarianism is understood only as a criterion of rightness (and not also as a deci-
sion procedure), then it is logically compatible with any form of deliberation—including rational egoism 
or applying the Categorical Imperative. But Greene’s claims about the origins of utilitarian thinking require 
treating it, at least in this context, as referring to a distinctive decision procedure.
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of course sits nicely with Greene’s dual process model, which portrays lay people who 
make utilitarian judgments as thinking harder than the rest.

In the previous sections of this chapter, I  have cast some doubt on this claim. 
In this section, I want to take the argument yet one step further. I will point to ev-
idence that strongly suggests that there are in fact some individuals who arrive at 
utilitarian conclusions through a process that more closely resembles a utilitarian de-
cision procedure. The problem is that it appears that these utilitarian judgments are 
non-deliberative—they are driven, not by greater cognitive effort, but by an affective 
deficit. Such individuals are not more “calculating” in the sense of being more rational. 
They are simply colder.

This alternative picture of “utilitarian” psychology is actually supported by a growing 
body of evidence. Some of this evidence comes from clinical populations. Patients 
with lesions in the vmPFC (Ciaramelli et al. 2007; Koenigs et al. 2007; Moretto et al. 
2009) and with frontotemporal dementia (Mendez et al. 2005), conditions associated 
with deficits in empathic concern and social emotion and with disordered social be-
havior, exhibit increased rates of utilitarian judgment in emotionally-loaded moral 
dilemmas, apparently because such patients lack the normal aversive response to 
harming—they lack, if you want, the intuition that it’s wrong to push the stranger in 
Footbridge.

Now this result is taken by Greene and others to be a key bit of evidence supporting 
the dual process model: If the absence of social emotion leads to an increase in utili-
tarian judgment, this supports the claim that deontological judgment is based in emo-
tion (see e.g. Greene 2008). This, however, is only one half of the dual process model. 
What hasn’t been noticed so far is that vmPFC patients at the same time raise a worry 
about the other, more interesting part of the model.

I have earlier argued that to the extent that “utilitarian” judgment is associated with 
controlled processing, that processing doesn’t reflect any kind of “utilitarian rea-
soning.” (For isn’t it just obvious that it’s better to save 5 than to save 1?) This argument 
actually generates a straightforward empirical prediction: that such reasoning (i.e. the 
psychological processes directly pushing us in the direction of pushing the fat man in 
Footbridge) can actually be fast and effortless. And indeed, so it is in vmPFC patients. 
A recent study has shown that in vmPFC patients, utilitarian judgments in personal 
dilemmas were associated both with weaker skin conductance responses, and with 
shorter reaction times, compared to healthy subjects (Moretto et al. 2009). That is, 
once you remove the opposing force of the deontological consideration against di-
rectly harming someone, the “utilitarian” solution becomes pretty intuitive.35

	 35	 It is also worth noting that the area of the DLPFC that Greene et al. 2004 reported to be associated with 
utilitarian judgment is damaged in many of these VMPFC patients (Moll and de Oliviera 2007). Since other 
parts of the DLPFC are intact, this doesn’t itself show that they are incapable of controlled processing, or that 
they are not engaged in such processing when making utilitarian judgments. What this does strongly suggest 
is that, if the DLPFC activation reported in Greene et al. 2004 reflects the controlled processing healthy sub-
jects engage in when they make utilitarian judgments in Footbridge, then this controlled processing couldn’t 
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This finding may not seem so significant. After all, this evidence relates to rare and 
unusual brain damage. It tells us nothing about how ordinary, healthy individuals ar-
rive at utilitarian judgments.

But more recent evidence shows that this pattern of response is actually far from un-
usual. To begin with, several recent studies report greater rates of utilitarian judgment 
in individuals high on antisocial traits such as psychopathy (Glenn et al. 2010; Bartels 
and Pizarro 2011; Koenigs et al. 2012; Wiech et al. 2013; though see also Cima et al. 2010; 
Glenn et al. 2009).

These findings have been overinterpreted by the press. The Economist, for ex-
ample, reported one such study by announcing that “Goodness has nothing to do with 
it: Utilitarians are not nice people.”36 This is of course a blatantly fallacious inference. 
From the fact that some not so nice people are utilitarian, it hardly follows that all utili-
tarians are not nice people. This claim also relies on the terrible inference I mentioned 
earlier, from “utilitarian” responses to trolley-like dilemmas to general claims about 
utilitarian judgment. But some defenders of utilitarianism are happy to make that ter-
rible inference when it associates utilitarian judgment with something more flattering!

However, it would also be a mistake to assume that these results merely relate to a 
tiny, abnormal minority. “Proper” psychopaths are indeed a tiny minority, but some 
of the studies I  just cited actually examined ordinary individuals who happen to 
have psychopathic and similar antisocial traits—individuals who are a bit colder and 
harsher than the rest of us. And anyway these findings are just part of a much broader 
trend in recent research suggesting that utilitarian judgments in healthy individuals 
are often rooted in an atypically weak or even absent aversion to harming others. For 
example, higher rates of utilitarian judgment in normal, healthy individuals have been 
associated with lower rates of trait empathy (Crockett et al. 2010; Choe and Min 2011), 
as well as with higher levels of testosterone (Carney and Mason 2010), which often 
leads to reduced empathic concern (Hermans et al. 2006). Another study found that 
a disposition to utilitarian judgment was associated, not with greater cognitive ability, 
but with lower emotional intelligence, and specifically with a difficulty with reasoning 
thoughtfully about one’s emotions (Koven 2011).

More directly, a strong “utilitarian” disposition was associated with reduced aver-
sive reactivity to harming others, as indexed by peripheral vasoconstriction (Cushman 
et al. 2012), with reduced skin conductance response (Moretto et al. 2009), and, most 
importantly for us, with significantly lower response times (Greene et al. 2008). In 
other words, even in ordinary, healthy individuals, a strong disposition to utilitarian 
judgment in “personal” moral dilemmas is often due, not to increased critical reflec-
tion that has overcome deontological intuitions, but to the absence of these intuitions, 

reflect a utilitarian cost–benefit analysis, since these patients can reach this utilitarian conclusion without 
engaging this brain area.
	 36	 The Economist, 24 September 2011.
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and more generally, to reduced empathic concern. And when ordinary people are 
“colder” in this way, their utilitarian judgments also become pretty fast and effortless.

Stated more generally, the conclusion we should draw is the following:

Deliberative effort as function of deontological commitment. The more weight one gives to 
deontological constraints on harming, the more deliberative effort is needed to conclude that 
one should set them aside in a given moral context; the less seriously one takes such constraints, 
the more effortless and non-deliberative “utilitarian” judgments become.

In other words, the degree to which deliberative effort is involved in so-called “util-
itarian” judgments really reflects the strength of one’s deontological commitments! 
Without such commitments, “utilitarian” judgments require little or no deliberation.

4.2.  Utilitarian Judgment: Hot or Cold

Let us return now to the neuroimaging study we discussed in section 1. One of our 
findings was that counterintuitive moral judgments in general, as well as counterin-
tuitive utilitarian judgments in particular, were perceived as more difficult, and were 
associated with increased activation in the anterior cingulate cortex, and specifically 
in its subgenual part, compared to contrary “intuitive” moral judgments (Kahane et al. 
2012). This is an area of the brain that has been repeatedly implicated in empathic con-
cern and guilt (Decety, Michalska, and Kinzler 2012; Green et al. 2010; Moll et al. 2006; 
Zahn et al. 2009a; Zahn et al. 2009b). This result is in line with the finding mentioned 
earlier that counterintuitive utilitarian judgments in healthy individuals are typically 
followed by stronger skin conductance response (Moretto et al. 2009), indicating an 
emotional reaction. That reaction seems to be one of guilt, or something close, given 
that individuals also typically report feeling guilty when making utilitarian judgments 
in most personal dilemmas (Choe and Min 2011).

This tie between counterintuitive utilitarian judgments and emotion is in itself com-
patible with Greene’s model, since these emotional responses seem to follow such judg-
ments rather than cause them. But as I have argued in section 3, what these results 
do strongly suggest is that most individuals take their deontological intuitions at 
face value, as representing genuine constraints on harming others that, in some un-
usual cases of “life and death” decisions, might nevertheless be outweighed by strong 
competing considerations. This is why, for most people, such decisions appear to be 
accompanied by guilt, or a similar aversive response to the violation of a moral norm.

But in a separate study based on the same neuroimaging data, we found that this 
may not be true of all individuals (Wiech et al. 2013). To begin with, we found that 
higher rates of utilitarian judgment were associated with “psychoticism” (or “tough 
headedness”), a trait associated with lack of emotionality and empathic concern, hos-
tility, aggression, and non-conformity to social norms (Eysenck 1976).37 Individuals 

	 37	 We did find that need for cognition was also associated with greater rates of utilitarian judgment, but, 
importantly, need for cognition and psychoticism were statistically independent (Wiech et al. 2013), sug-
gesting they may be independent factors in utilitarian judgment. However, it is worth noting that we did not 
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higher on psychoticism have been shown to perceive media violence as more comical 
and enjoyable, and show rapid habituation to violent material (Bruggemann and Barry 
2002), and reduced aversion to killing enemies in a video game (Ravaja et al. 2008). 
Unsurprisingly, psychoticism is also strongly correlated with psychopathy (Hare 1981; 
Shine and Hobson 1997), a construct often seen as lying on a continuum with psychoti-
cism (Corr 2010; Eysenck 1992) although, unlike psychopathy, psychoticism primarily 
aims to capture a general dimension of personality in the normal population.

Interestingly, we found that psychoticism was at once positively correlated with the 
number of utilitarian judgments and negatively correlated with activation in the sub-
genual anterior cortex. Put together with the evidence cited here, these findings seem 
to suggest that although most individuals find utilitarian judgments aversive, individ-
uals higher on psychoticism do not. We already know that vmPFC patients don’t feel 
guilt when they violate social norms (Krajbich et al. 2009), and this is of course also 
true of psychopaths. In other words, it seems that individuals who are strongly dis-
posed to utilitarian solutions to “personal” dilemmas don’t just lack intuitions against 
directly harming others, but also do not find such harm morally problematic. They 
do not perceive it as a regrettable (if sometimes necessary) violation of an important 
moral constraint.

These “colder” individuals appear to arrive at utilitarian judgments just by consid-
ering the consequences. They are not inhibited by deontological constraints against 
directly harming others, or need to engage in any deliberation to decide whether some 
significant benefit outweighs these constraints in a given context. Unsurprisingly, these 
individuals also tend to more consistently endorse utilitarian solutions to “personal” 
dilemmas compared to other individuals, who may endorse such solutions in a few 
cases but not in most others.38 The “colder” individuals consider only the consequences 
because they do not recognize deontological constraints against directly harming oth-
ers, nor, of course, find it aversive to violate such constraints. In these respects, these 
individuals arrive at utilitarian judgment in ways that are more closely in line with 
something resembling a utilitarian decision procedure—these individuals take only 
consequences into account, and nothing else.39

find any association between need for cognition and increased activation in the DLPFC or any other marker 
of effortful cognition.
	 38	 It is hardly surprising that a colder approach to moral problems, where various deontological constraints 
are suppressed or ignored, will tend to lead to more “utilitarian” conclusions. This is actually a familiar fea-
ture of decision-making in emergency situations such as triage. In ordinary medical contexts, doctors and 
nurses don’t just try to maximize the outcome as a utilitarian would—they will usually try to save the lives of 
even those who are gravely injured, and give some attention even to relatively minor injuries. But these de-
ontological considerations will be brushed aside in situations of emergency, where there is an imperative to 
focus limited resources on those who will benefit the most. We can call such practices “utilitarian,” but these 
imperatives are really just part of commonsense morality. This point is overlooked by Greene and others 
because they conflate deontology and absolutism, the view that deontological constraints must never be bro-
ken. They thus fail to see that many judgments that they classify as “utilitarians” are really just expressions of 
commonsense, non-utilitarian morality. I am grateful to the editors for these points.
	 39	 I described such individuals as “colder.” They are colder in the sense that they exhibit little empathic 
concern, and don’t find the idea of harming others emotionally aversive. But they needn’t be entirely 
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Now it’s not generally true that people who make utilitarian judgments aren’t nice. 
Our study actually suggests that antisocial tendencies are the driving force behind util-
itarian judgment only in some individuals (Wiech et al. 2013)—“utilitarian” judgment 
may have more than one source. But it does appear that many of those who are more 
strongly disposed to make utilitarian judgments, and who make such judgments in ways 
that more closely resemble a utilitarian decision procedure, really aren’t that nice. In 
fact, these individuals are disposed to utilitarian solutions because they aren’t so nice. 
The important thing, though, is that these utilitarian judgments are non-deliberative. 
These individuals may lack common emotions and intuitions, but it doesn’t follow 
from this that they are thinking harder when presented with these moral dilemmas. 
They just respond to them differently.

One further lesson of these results is that we need to be more careful with the way 
we think about counterintuitive judgments. Claims of intuitiveness and counterintui-
tiveness are ambiguous. In common philosophical and everyday use, they are often, 
explicitly or implicitly, tied to a population. When someone says that something is 
counterintuitive, they are not merely reporting that it goes against their own intui-
tions. They are assuming that it goes against the intuitions of many or most others.

Certain utilitarian claims are often said to be counterintuitive in exactly this sense. 
They are claimed to go against the strong intuitions of most people. That this is so in 
some cases is now supported by quite a bit of empirical evidence (see e.g. Cushman 
et al. 2006). But it doesn’t follow that when someone makes a utilitarian judgment that 
is counterintuitive in this sense, then this means that this person is going against their 
own intuitions—that they are using reason to override their first, intuitive response. 
Here we would be sliding to a person-relative sense of “intuitive” and “counterintui-
tive.” In fact, a claim might be both counterintuitive in the population-relative sense, 
yet also be intuitive for some individuals. And this seems to be the case for many utili-
tarian judgments. These judgments reflect unusual (or absent) intuitions, not the “ra-
tional” overcoming of common intuitions.

Let me summarize this section. In section 3, I argued that when “utilitarian” judg-
ments are driven by deliberation, this deliberation is non-utilitarian. In this section, 
I further argued that when individuals make “pure” utilitarian judgments, these judg-
ments are non-deliberative! These individuals endorse counterintuitive conclusions, 
but these conclusions are counterintuitive only relative to the intuitions of the major-
ity—for these individuals, these utilitarian conclusions are intuitive.40

unemotional. In fact, several studies have tied utilitarian judgment to feeling angry (Choe and Minn 2011; 
Ugazio et al. 2012; see also Plaisier and Konijn 2013 on how anger can increase tolerance of antisocial behav-
iour). Interestingly, Jonathan Baron, a self-avowed utilitarian, independently described moral anger as the 
dominant utilitarian emotion (see Baron 2011).
	 40	 This point can be missed if we mistakenly identify intuition (and automaticity) with emotion.
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5.  For the Greater Good?
In section 4, I offered a very different picture of the psychology of utilitarian judg-
ment than that defended by Greene, and assumed by utilitarians such as Peter Singer. 
Utilitarianism is often presented as the reasoned and systematic generalization of nat-
ural human empathic concern (Hare 1981; Singer 1979). Yet it ironically turns out that 
so-called “utilitarian” judgments are often driven, not by rational reflection or “gener-
alized benevolence” (Smart 1961), but by a deficit in empathic concern and an indiffer-
ence to harming others.

This result might seem puzzling. In section 4, I have highlighted the tie between a 
strong tendency to utilitarian judgment and reduced aversion to harming others. And 
I claimed that if we want to study the psychological processes associated with a form 
of moral thinking in lay people that at least resembles a kind of utilitarian decision pro-
cedure, we should look at this category of individuals, who appear to just consider the 
consequences of their actions, and to not be inhibited (normatively and psychologi-
cally) by the nature of the violent act that they are asked to contemplate doing.

But it might be objected that such individuals aren’t likely to be following a genuine 
utilitarian outlook. Psychopaths aren’t likely to be concerned with the greater good. 
They are likely to be concerned only with their own good.

This is correct. In fact, in a further set of studies, we set out precisely to investigate 
whether there really is any relationship between so-called “utilitarian” judgments in 
trolley-like dilemmas and any kind of genuine concern for the greater good (Kahane 
et al. under review). We found that greater rates of “utilitarian” judgment were posi-
tively correlated not only with psychopathic tendencies and reduced empathic con-
cern, but also with explicit endorsement of rational egoism—while being negatively 
correlated (albeit only marginally) with whether individuals identify with the whole 
of humanity. In addition, we found that rates of “utilitarian” judgment were also asso-
ciated with seeing uncontroversially immoral acts in a business context (e.g. stealing 
money from one’s company) as less wrong. We also found that although individuals 
higher on psychopathy do appear to show a “utilitarian” tendency in their responses to 
“personal” moral dilemmas, their responses to such dilemmas are in fact highly sen-
sitive to considerations of self-interest. Thus, they show an even stronger utilitarian 
tendency when the “utilitarian” act would also benefit them—i.e. they would be among 
the five people saved when someone is sacrificed “for the greater good”—while if they 
are given the choice whether to sacrifice themselves or someone else to save five others, 
they overwhelmingly prefer to sacrifice another person (individuals low on psycho
pathy show exactly the reverse pattern of response).

Utilitarianism tells us to selflessly promote the greater good—to transcend our 
narrow personal concern and care about the good of all human beings, even all sen-
tient beings, as if from the point of view of the universe. But those who tend to most 
strongly endorse “utilitarian” solutions to “personal” dilemmas turn out to largely 
care about themselves . . . In one obvious sense, utilitarianism and rational egoism are 
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diametrically opposed. But on reflection, this convergence shouldn’t be so surprising. 
Both utilitarianism and rational egoism are teleological views, concerned with maximiz-
ing the good (in one case, the greater good, in the other, one’s own good). Both often come 
across as rather tough-headed, unsentimental, and calculating. And both treat common 
moral norms, intuitions, and sentiments as no more than useful instruments, to be fol-
lowed only when this leads to better consequences. Is it really so surprising that when 
egoists are asked for their view about a moral dilemma, and given either a deontological 
option or a more calculating “utilitarian” one, they would tend to prefer the latter?41

The results I  have just described further highlight the antisocial dimension in 
so-called “utilitarian” judgment. You might still think that, although this is an un-
pleasant association, we might be able to get around it. We just need to bracket this an-
tisocial element, and this will reveal those judgments that are truly utilitarian—those 
responses that are really driven by greater deliberation, and by genuine concern for the 
good.42

But don’t get your hopes up. In the same series of studies, we also investigated the re-
lation between “utilitarian” judgment and a range of views and attitudes drawn directly 
from the work of Peter Singer—if someone tends to think that, for example, you should 
push the stranger in Footbridge, would they also think that it’s wrong to eat meat, or 
that we have obligations to people in need in developing countries? Would they think 
that failing to donate money to save the lives of children in poor countries is wrong in 
the way it is wrong to refuse to step into a pool to save a drowning child? The answer 
is no. We found that there is no relation between a “utilitarian” tendency in personal 
dilemmas and any of these marks of a genuine concern for the greater good. It’s not just 
that individuals with such a “utilitarian” tendency don’t think that, say, eating meat is 
wrong. They don’t even find eating meat, or failing to help children in poor countries, a 
bit more wrong than those who don’t have such a tendency. And importantly, this lack 
of relation remained even when we controlled for the antisocial dimension in so-called 
“utilitarian” judgment.43

	 41	 In line with these results, a recent study found that individuals who identify as political libertarians turn 
out to have lower empathic concern, identify least with humanity as a whole, and don’t place as much moral 
weight on considerations of harm and the welfare of others (Iyer et al. 2012). Needless to say, the moral views 
of such libertarians are clearly very far from utilitarianism—libertarianism is in certain respects a very ex-
treme deontological view! Yet it still turns out that libertarians are also more “utilitarian” in personal moral 
dilemmas. . .
	 42	 Conway and Gawronski (2013) suggest an interesting method to try to distinguish positive “utilitarian” 
tendencies from mere reduced aversion to harm. Their approach, however, doesn’t address any of the issues 
I have been pressing in this chapter. Worse, they use a number of highly inappropriate dilemmas, thereby 
serious compromising their results. Their analysis strangely assumes, for example, that utilitarians would be 
opposed to abortion in a young single woman who has no income and is clearly not ready to have children.
	 43	 It’s important to emphasize that the complaint isn’t that people who make “utilitarian” judgments in 
trolley-like moral dilemmas don’t explicitly endorse and follow a utilitarian theory, or even that they aren’t 
inarticulate clones of Peter Singer. We were not expecting these people to think that we should make the 
extremely demanding sacrifices required by utilitarianism. But in what sense are they expressing a genuine 
utilitarian disposition if they don’t even have a slightly stronger tendency to more impartial altruism com-
pared to others? You might still insist that judging that we should push the stranger in Footbridge to save five 
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But these results don’t threaten the argument I have developed in the previous sec-
tion. They only strengthen it. As I have pointed out repeatedly, it is a mistake, and a 
common mistake, to treat so-called “utilitarian” responses to trolley-like dilemmas as 
any kind of general measure of a genuine utilitarian outlook. To repeat: This type of 
dilemma reflects merely one particular point where utilitarianism clashes with com-
monsense morality (Kahane and Shackel 2010). Worse, such dilemmas focus only on a 
narrow and fairly negative aspect of utilitarianism, its willingness to cause severe harm 
to individuals when this leads to a better outcome. They entirely ignore the more posi-
tive, altruistic, and impartial core of utilitarianism.

The thrust of my argument in this chapter is that the two main driving forces of ap-
parently “utilitarian” judgment in such dilemmas turn out to be either a form of delib-
eration that is explicitly non-utilitarian, or a form of moral response that does, in this 
context, at least resemble a utilitarian decision procedure (i.e. a concern for nothing 
besides the consequences of actions) but actually reflects a broadly selfish and antiso-
cial tendency. Individuals who are low on empathic concern are not concerned about 
the greater good, but they exhibit a more unsentimental, hard-headed, and calculating 
approach to moral questions, an approach which manifests itself in a more utilitarian 
outlook in the unusual context of “personal” dilemmas, even if not in real life.44

Utilitarianism is a rather peculiar moral view, with a recent history, and which never 
spread beyond a small minority. It is not a view that is common in the general popula-
tion, so it is not surprising that we don’t find much evidence for it in the lay population. 
If we want to study the psychological correlates of genuine utilitarianism, we should 
study actual utilitarians—and I think there are few of these in the subject pool of most 
experiments.

When Greene tells us that utilitarian judgment is uniquely based in deliberation and 
reasoning, this can seem like good news to utilitarians; the emerging link between util-
itarian judgment and antisocial tendencies is less flattering. But true utilitarians should 
neither cheer the relationship between “utilitarian” judgments and “rational” delib-
eration, nor feel discomfort about the sinister associations between such judgments 
and psychopathy—for, contrary to appearances, the so-called “utilitarian” responses 
of non-philosophers to trolley-like dilemmas may, in the end, have rather little to do 
with utilitarianism.

is appropriately called a “utilitarian” judgment. But judging that we should help the elderly lady across the 
street is also a “utilitarian” judgment in that sense. Yet studying the neural correlates of the latter judgment 
would surely tell us nothing at all about utilitarianism qua ethical outlook.
	 44	 Some philosophers with strong utilitarian inclinations have actually confessed to me that they see them-
selves as low empathy, unsentimental types. It is an open empirical question whether most proper utilitar-
ians start out as high empathy types that, through a process of reflection, come to reject various intuitions, or 
whether they are low empathy types who are attracted, at an abstract level, to the systematic, tough-headed 
nature of utilitarianism, without feeling much natural concern for the welfare of others.
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6.  Conclusion
According to Greene’s dual process model of moral judgment, our moral psychology 
is divided between opposing forces: an emotional, intuitive deontological half, and a 
rational, deliberative utilitarian half.

In this chapter, I have argued that this provocative picture of our moral psychology 
is mistaken. I first argued that there is in fact nothing distinctively utilitarian about 
deliberation to “utilitarian” conclusions: They merely reflect generic deliberation to a 
counterintuitive conclusion. I then went further and argued that such deliberation to 
“utilitarian” conclusions in trolley-like dilemmas is in fact non-utilitarian in character. 
It involves, not “utilitarian reasoning,” but the weighing of opposing moral principles, 
a process that itself relies on intuition, at a second order level. I next argued that when 
individuals do arrive at counterintuitive conclusions in a way that might resemble 
utilitarian reasoning, these judgments actually turn out to be non-deliberative—and 
to reflect a strong antisocial, self-centered tendency. For these individuals, utili-
tarian solutions to trolley-like dilemmas don’t require deliberation, because for them 
such solutions are actually intuitive. Finally, I presented evidence that strongly sug-
gests that there is actually little connection between so-called “utilitarian” responses 
to trolley-like dilemmas and genuine concern for the greater good, even when we set 
aside the antisocial dimension that drives some of these responses. This shouldn’t be 
surprising: that someone is willing to dismiss (or otherwise discount) a single specific 
deontological constraint against harming others in highly unusual contexts hardly 
shows that this person has any special concern for the greater good in any other con-
text, let alone that they have the slightest inclination to make (or even just endorse) the 
demanding sacrifices required by a genuine utilitarian outlook.

Over the past decade or so, an ever growing empirical literature has been devoted 
to studying so-called “utilitarian” judgment in trolley-like dilemmas. The argument 
of this chapter is that much of this literature has been based on a series of mistaken 
assumptions—mistaken assumptions about the nature of the relation between deliber-
ation and intuition, about what “utilitarian reasoning” might involve, and what moral 
deliberation is actually like, about the different senses in which a judgment might be 
intuitive or counterintuitive, about what it is to genuinely face a moral dilemma, and 
finally, about what it even means to make a “utilitarian” judgment.

We should welcome the use of philosophical concepts, distinctions, and examples in 
the cognitive science of ethics, and it is only natural that when such concepts and dis-
tinctions are adapted to an empirical setting, they may change some of their meaning, 
or lose some of their philosophical precision. We should even welcome bold attempts 
to draw ambitious normative conclusions from such empirical research. But the dis-
tinctions that philosophers draw in their armchairs often have important psycholog-
ical implications, and when these distinctions are overlooked or ignored, empirical 
research can be led into error. Perhaps worse, when empirical research assumes prob-
lematic or even simply mistaken understandings of basic philosophical notions, it is 
led to overlook important possibilities, and to ignore key questions.

DArms280114OUK_Book.indb   34 8/23/2014   3:44:51 PM



Intuitive and Counterintuitive Morality  35

Dual process models may be the height of fashion at the moment, but trying to divide 
everything in the mind into “automatic” or “controlled” isn’t any kind of advance. Nor is 
it useful to crudely oppose intuition and deliberation, or emotion and reason. We already 
have a richer, and more precise, vocabulary to describe the different ways in which we form 
our moral judgments. Moral deliberation often draws on intuition, and it isn’t always, or 
even often, a kind of inference. In fact, moral deliberation not only often takes its starting 
point from intuition, it sometimes actually requires intuition to reach its conclusion—yes, 
there are intuitions (and for that matter emotions) that only make sense in the context of 
deliberation. Current empirical research hasn’t even begun to explore this territory.45
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