Does moral action depena’ 07 Yeasonin g.?

Less than it
should.

My camera has a set of handy,
point-and-shoot settings (“por-

”«

trait,” “action,” “landscape”) that

enable a bumbler like me to take
Joshua D. Greene . .
decent pictures most of the time.
It also has a manual mode that
allows me to adjust everything myself, which is great
for those rare occasions when I want to try something
fancy. A camera with both automatic settings and a
manual mode exemplifies an elegant solution to an
ubiquitous design problem, namely the trade-off
between efficiency and flexibility. The automatic
settings are highly eflicient, but not very flexible, and
the reverse is true of the manual mode. Put them
together, however, and you get the best of both
worlds, provided that you know when to manually
adjust your settings and when to point and shoot.

The human brain employs a similar hybrid design.
Our brains have “automatic settings” known as
emotions. A fear response, for example, is the activa-
tion of an automatic program that recognizes
dangerous things and tells us, quickly and forcefully,
to back away. Our brains also have a “manual mode,”
an integrated set of neural systems that support
conscious reasoning, enabling us to respond to life’s
challenges in a more flexible way, drawing on situa-
tion-specific knowledge: “That’s a deadly snake
alright, but it’s in a glass cage. Nothing to fear.” Our
automatic settings sometimes get things wrong, but
we would be lost without them. Likewise, we need
conscious reasoning to solve problems that are too
new or nuanced to solve with gut reactions.

Recent research has shown that moral judgment
depends critically on both automatic settings and
manual mode. What’s more, we have begun to
understand how these distinct cognitive processes
operate in the brain. Take, for example, the classic
“trolley problem”: A runaway trolley is about to run
over and kill five people, but you can save them by
hitting a switch that will turn the trolley onto a
sidetrack. Unfortunately, there is a person on the

sidetrack who will be killed if you do this. Is it

morally acceptable to divert the trolley away from the
five and toward the one? Most people say “yes.”

Next case: A trolley once again threatens five people,
but this time the only way to save them is to push
someone into the trolley’s path, killing that person
and saving the five. Is it morally acceptable to push
this person into the trolley’s path in order to save the
five? (Yes, this will definitely work, and, no, you
cannot sacrifice yourself.) Here, most people say “no.”

Why the difference?

Emotion appears to be the critical factor, as illus-
trated by neurological patients with damage to the
ventromedial prefrontal cortex, a brain region
involved in emotion-based decision-making. These
patients are about twice as likely as healthy people to
say “yes” to pushing one person into the trolley’s path
to save five others. The emotional responses that most
of us have, and that these patients lack, are surpris-
ingly fickle. For example, ordinary people are about
twice as likely to approve of using someone as a
trolley-stopper when this is accomplished not by
pushing him onto the tracks but by dropping him
through a switch-operated trap door.

Emotional reactions clearly play a big role in moral
judgment, but they are not the only game in town.
The aforementioned patients with emotion-related
brain damage do not answer moral questions ran-
domly. Instead, they are unusually “utilitarian,”
consistently favoring the “greater good” over “indi-
vidual rights.” This tendency can also be traced to
divisions in the brain.

One experiment that I have conducted shows that

a different part of the prefrontal cortex becomes
more active when ordinary people make utilitarian
judgments, favoring harmful actions that further the
greater good. This brain region, the dorsolateral
prefrontal cortex, is the seat of cognitive control and
remains intact in patients with emotion-related brain
damage. It enables us to guide our thoughts and
actions in accordance with over-arching goals, as
when a dieter forgoes the immediate joys of chocolate
cake in favor of the long-term goal of slenderness.
Giving people an attention-demanding task (such

as remembering a phone number) occupies the
dorsolateral prefrontal cortex and consequently
makes people more likely to choose chocolate cake



over fruit salad. And, for the same reason, similar
distractions selectively interfere with people’s ability
to make utilitarian moral judgments.

'This research tells us that there is no unified “moral
faculty”in the brain. Instead, different moral judg-
ments are driven by different neural systems, which
may compete with one another. If I'm right, we have
different ways of making moral judgments for the
same reason that my camera has different ways of
taking photos. Our moral-emotional “gut reactions”
are highly efficient, giving us clear and forceful advice
that is (presumably) good advice most of the time.
(“Don’t be violent!”) These emotions, however, are not
very flexible. For example, they may fixate on the
inessential features of a situation (pushing someone
versus hitting a switch) and may be blind to the
broader consequences of our actions. Pushing an
innocent person in front of a trolley feels wrong
regardless of whether this is done for no good reason,
to save five lives, or to save a million lives.

Photographers facing novel photographic challenges
can't rely on their camera’s factory-installed auto-
matic settings. I worry that we often make equivalent
mistakes in our moral thinking. For example, as the
philosopher Peter Singer observed forty years ago, we
are remarkably insensitive to the needs of distant
others. You wouldn't let a child drown before your
eyes because you were worried about muddying up
your designer clothes. Yet we allow millions of
children in the developing world to die because we
prefer to spend our disposable incomes on trivial
luxuries rather than on international aid. This may
just be point-and-shoot morality. We evolved in an
environment in which we could help nearby desperate
people but not distant strangers. Thus, evolution may
have given us heartstrings that are tuggable, but not
from afar.

Given the novelty and complexity of our most
pressing moral problems—devising policies to
prevent global warming, finding a path to peace in
the Middle East, providing people with adequate
healthcare—it should be no surprise if our “automatic
settings” are not up to the job. Fortunately, we are not
slavishly bound to rely on them. Perhaps over the
next few centuries we will learn to distrust our
point-and-shoot morality and to rely more on good,
new-fashioned moral reasoning.
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