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Morality and contemporary civilization: A dual process approach 

 

INTRODUCTION 

It is commonly claimed that morals and ethics have been lost in contemporary civilization. As 

we become increasingly competitive in this industrial society, we are less likely to experience 

sympathy and exhibit warmth toward others. An influential idea in this regard stems from the 

notion of the “noble savage,” originally proposed by Jean-Jacques Rousseau. According to this 

concept, people in hunter-gatherer societies were nonviolent in nature, and immoral, aggressive 

behaviors have been acquired in the course of the development of civilization in general and 

weaponry in specific. This notion was empirically supported by Mead’s (1935) reports about the 

primitive people in Samoa.  

However, the empirical basis of Mead’s take on the “noble savage” was seriously 

criticized by Freeman (1983). He pointed out many defects in Mead’s anthropological research 

in Samoa: Mead did not speak the Samoan language and her perspective was skewed by her 

belief that this primitive society could be compared to Eden. The “facts,” as understood by 

Mead, were not verified by follow-up studies in Samoa. Daly and Wilson (1988), who attempted 

to analyze who commits murder, under what circumstances, and for what purposes from the 

perspective of human evolution, demonstrated a decrease in the number of murders from the 

time of hunter-gatherers to the contemporary world. For example, in industrial countries, there 

are about 10 murders per million people in a year. However, there were about 300 among the 

San of the Kalahari, known as the least aggressive of the hunter-gatherers. The concept of the 

“noble savage,” therefore, is just a nostalgic myth. Furthermore, according to Pinker (2011), 

people today are less violent (fewer murders and wars and less cruel punishments) than those in 

the past.  

As morality is culturally relative, it is difficult to make a comprehensive judgment 

regarding which cultures or in which times people are more moral. However, we can identify 

some markers of immorality: murder, violence, fraud, discrimination, and so on. Pinker (2011) 

points out that wars decreased concurrently with the decline in discrimination after World War 

II. These trends are observed in most parts of the world, including Japan. According to statistical 

data, the number of crimes, including murder, violence, and theft, has decreased since World 

War II. While this can be partially attributed to the development of scientific criminal 

investigation, it is also likely that public education has made people more familiar with moral 

values.  

In this chapter, I discuss these social changes in terms of dual process theory. Dual 

process theorists posit that human thinking involves two kinds of mental processing: System 1, 

which is generally reliable but can lead to fallacies and biases, and System 2, which can, at its 
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best, allow human reasoning to follow normative rules. The former is an evolutionarily old 

heuristic system (intuitive mind) and the latter is an evolutionarily recent analytic system 

(analytical mind). As shown in Table 1, System 1 supports processing that is implicit, automatic, 

fast, intuitive, contextual, and associative, whereas System 2 supports processing that is explicit, 

controlled, slow, reflective, abstract, and rule-based.  

The development of civilization can be viewed as the history of how the evolutionarily 

recent analytic system has controlled the output of the evolutionarily old heuristic system. The 

history of civilization is no less the history of an increase of the availability of the cognitive 

capacity than human intellectualization is the growing process of the cognitive capacity of the 

evolutionarily recent heuristic system. In the next section, I will dwell on dual process theory.  

 

DUAL PROCESS THEORY: REBELLION, COEXISTENCE, OR SERVITUDE? 

 

Table 1. Features attributed to the two systems of cognition 

System 1 System 2 

Evolutionarily old Evolutionarily current 

Unconscious, preconscious Conscious 

Implicit knowledge Explicit knowledge 

Automatic Controlled 

Fast Slow 

Parallel Sequential 

Low-capacity demand High-capacity demand 

Intuitive Reflective 

Contextualized Abstract 

Domain-specific Domain-general 

Associative Rule-based 

Connected to simple emotion Connected to complex emotion 

Independent of general intelligence Linked to general intelligence 

 

Several dual process theories have been proposed over the past three decades ((Evans, 2010; 

Evans, & Over, 1996; Stanovich, 2009)). One of the most influential has been Evans and Over’s 

(1996) distinction between implicit processes, which need fewer cognitive resources, and 

explicit processes, which are supported by cognitive capacity, which are then connected to two 

kinds of rationality: personal and normative. The former is regarded as rationality in the wild 

environments where the human brain has been shaped. Hence, it is alternately called 

evolutionary rationality or adaptive rationality (Anderson, 1990). The latter is regarded as 
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rationality in civilized society, where we are unable to establish definitive norms; logic, the 

theory of probability, and mathematics may be viewed as norms in logical and scientific 

thinking, but we do not apply absolute norms to everyday behaviors.  

Their first motivation for proposing a dual process theory was to resolve the paradox of 

humans demonstrating great intelligence in the establishment of contemporary civilization, 

including logic, sciences, political and economic systems, and technologies, and yet being 

susceptible to many kinds of biases, often making errors when solving psychological tasks 

(Evans & Over, 1996). This presupposes that the contemporary development of the sciences and 

civilization is a product of System 2. The reason why human thinking or reasoning is sometimes 

flawed is that the processing of System 1 begins more quickly than that of System 2, causing 

cognitive bias. 

Then, can System 2 completely control the output of System 1? Evans (2007) proposed 

three kinds of possible models for the relation between Systems 1 and 2. The first is the pre-

emptive conflict resolution model, which assumes that a decision is made at the outset as to 

whether a System 1 or System 2 process will control the response. The second is the parallel-

competitive model, which assumes that each system works in parallel to produce a putative 

response, sometimes resulting in conflict that needs to be resolved. The third is the default-

interventionist model, which involves the cueing of default responses by System 1 that may or 

may not be altered by subsequent interventions of System 2. The second and third models are 

the most feasible in everyday scenarios.  

In order to apply the framework of dual process theory to the development of 

contemporary civilization, I consider three scenarios. The first is to suppose that System 1 can 

revise the output of System 2 based on the default-interventionist model. The second is to 

suppose that the outputs of System 1 and System 2 coexist. This idea is based on the parallel-

competitive model, but it does not suppose any perfect resolutions of the conflict between the 

two systems. The third is to suppose that System 2 exists only to provide a rationale for the 

output of System 1. It is also based on the parallel-competitive model but assumes that System 2 

is just a servant of System 1.  

Dual process theorists were optimistic in assuming that the output of System 1 can be 

revised by System 2 at first (e.g., Evans & Over, 1996). For example, although people are very 

likely to make an error in solving many kinds of cognitive tasks, when they are given the correct 

answer, they can understand that it is normative with the help of System 2 (e.g., Wason, 1966). 

In other words, the error is made intuitively by System 1 but can be corrected by System 2. 

However, apart from cognitive tasks, revisions are not always positive. As System 1, which is an 

evolutionarily old heuristic system, serves genetic interests, revision by System 2, which is the 

evolutionarily recent analytic system, can be a rebellion in this sense. A typical and literal 
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rebellion is suicide, which goes completely against genetic interests. Human beings are the only 

creatures who commit suicide. While the influencing factors of suicide are generally mental 

disorders such as depression, long-term perspective supported by the high cognitive capacity of 

System 2 can also be a contributing factor. System 2, which affords a long-term perspective, 

makes it possible for human beings to recognize their mortality. Although a long-term 

perspective helps people solve complex problems such as those related to their careers, it 

sometimes makes them lose all hope for their future.  

There are several examples for the second case: coexistence. For instance, although we 

swallow our saliva automatically and unconsciously, the idea of spitting it out into a cup and 

drinking it is repulsive. System 2 tells us that the saliva in the cup is identical to what we 

naturally swallow. However, we are repulsed by other people’s saliva, and our own saliva, once 

it has left our mouths, is automatically associated with that of others. The fear of saliva, which is 

very similar to the fear of blood, is caused with the trigger of hazard management (Fiddick, 

Cosmides, & Tooby, 2000). Hazard management is assumed to be a unit or module of System 1. 

It responds to stimuli domain-specifically that potentially give harm to us, evoking disgust and 

fear. Saliva is included in this domain. Generally, as shown in Table 1, the output of System 1 

entails a single emotion such as fear, and this emotion is less likely to be revised or suppressed 

by System 2. Therefore, even if the rational thinking by System 2 guarantees that the saliva in a 

glass is not hazardous, the output of System 1 (the hazard management) is too strong to be 

suppressed by System 2. In short, the outputs from System 1 and System 2 coexist in our minds. 

Another example is the Japanese superstitious belief in Butsumetsu, one of the six days in the 

lunar calendar, which literally means “Buddha’s death.” The Japanese consider it the unluckiest 

day, and thus avoid having a wedding ceremony on the day. Although System 2 tells the 

Japanese that this belief is irrational, it is plausible that a fear based on the superstition (from 

System 1) is not completely suppressed. In other words, the thought that superstitious beliefs 

regarding Butsumetsu are irrational and the fear of sabotaging their married life may coexist in a 

couple’s minds. Generally, when the output of System 1 is accompanied by an emotional 

response, it is unlikely to be suppressed by System 2.  

The third is that the function of System 2 is just to rationalize the output of System 1. 

Haidt (2012) demonstrated that not only is intuitive moral judgment unlikely to be suppressed 

but also that System 2 is used just to rationalize intuition. In that study, participants were 

presented with the following vignette.  

 

Julie and Mark are siblings. They are traveling together in France on summer vacation from 

college. One night, they are staying alone in a cabin near the beach. They decide that it would 

be interesting to try making love. At the very least, it would be a new experience for each of 
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them. Julie is already taking birth control pills, but Mark uses a condom too, just to be safe. 

They both enjoy making love but decide never to do it again. They keep that night a special 

secret, which makes them feel even closer to each other.  

 

Many of their participants gave a negative evaluation of Julie and Mark’s behavior. The reasons 

why they were negative were just for the justification of their evaluation. Their intuitive 

evaluation came from System 1. System 2 did not revise this intuitive judgment, but gave 

reasons to justify it. For example, although they knew that the probability of pregnancy was 

very low, participants considered the possible genetic defects of inbreeding.  

 

SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT AND THE DECLINE IN WAR AND VIOLENCE 

I apply these three possibilities to the explanation of historical development. As mentioned in 

the Introduction, in this modern world, humans have achieved the most peaceful society in 

history. Although the output of System 1 with strong emotions is unlikely to be revised or 

suppressed by System 2, System 2 has historically had a certain measure of success in taming 

System 1. This is not restricted to direct control; the establishment of legal systems and social 

customs has ensured the inhibition of violent and ego-centric behaviors and the encouragement 

of moral and prosocial behaviors.  

In this chapter, I focus on two major periods as put forth by Pinker (2011). The first is 

the 17th century, when there was a decline in war, torture, cruel punishment, and religious 

persecution (including witch trials). According to Pinker (2011), two possible factors were 

influential in these changes. The first was the establishment of absolute monarchy. It worked as 

a “Leviathan” to suppress civil wars and conflicts between feudal lords in France and Germany 

(Holy Roman Empire). The Thirty Years’ War, in which many European countries were 

involved, ended in 1648 in Germany. The early phase of this war can be viewed as a religious 

conflict between Catholics and Protestants, but the weight of religious conflict reduced and the 

continuation of the war appeared as the Bourbon (France)-Habsburg (Austria) rivalry for 

European political pre-eminence. Through the war, each of the Imperial governments became 

more centralized, and it worked as a “Leviathan.” In other words, each monarchy controlled 

local feudal lords like a police force.  

The second factor pointed out by Pinker (2011) was the prevalence of novels. After first 

being used for the publication of the Bible, in the 16th century, Johannes Gutenberg’s invention, 

the printing press, began to be used to publish novels. The Frenchman Jean de La Fontaine, who 

was the most widely read poet of the 17th century, wrote many fables inspired by Aesop’s 

Fables. His fables were popular and provided a model for subsequent fabulists across Europe 

and numerous alternative versions in French and France’s regional languages. The full-scale 
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development of the novel started in 18th century England, when Daniel Defoe wrote Robinson 

Crusoe and Jonathan Swift wrote Gulliver’s Travels. The Sorrows of Young Werther (Die Leiden 

des jungen Werthers) by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe was also published in Germany around 

this time.  

The effect of the second factor can be interpreted in the framework of dual process 

theory. Particularly, it is plausible that mindreading was facilitated by reading, which also 

increased sympathy for the victims of war, torture, and cruel punishment. Mindreading is based 

on the theory of mind (ToM) subsystem of System 1 (Baron-Cohen, 1995; Leslie, 1992). ToM 

makes it possible to construct a theory to explain others’ behaviors. In other words, people can 

understand the motives for a specific behavior displayed by someone else, assuming that the 

actor has a human mind. Like with other subsystems of System 1 (see Table 1), ToM processing 

is automatic, domain-specific, and connected to simple emotion. The ToM subsystem works 

automatically in the context of specifically human actions, and is accompanied by emotional 

responses. It was developed to help humans understand each other and maintain social 

relationships.  

However, the ToM subsystem actually works with the cognitive capacity of System 2 in 

the real world (e.g., Carlson, Moses, & Claxton, 2004). The executive function of System 2 

helps the ToM work adaptively in this contemporary world. ToM’s actual domain of concern is 

human behaviors. However, with the support of System 2, its purview has broadened to include 

the behaviors of animals and fictional characters. When one reads a novel, he or she usually 

simulates what its protagonist thinks, understands his or her emotions, and sympathizes. If a 

hero dies hopelessly, the reader feels pity for him. Through the practice of reading, people began 

to understand the grief, agony, pain, and sting of death of victims of war, violence, and torture, 

and to feel sympathy for them. It is very likely that this sympathy could have had the power to 

stop war, murder, violence, and torture in the 17th and 18th centuries in Europe.  

The novel was influential in putting an end to an inhumane legal institution in America, 

too. Uncle Tom’s Cabin, an anti-slavery novel by Harriet Beecher Stowe, was the best-selling 

novel of the 19th century. It tells the story of a slave, Uncle Tom, and many people experienced 

the misery of slaves when they read it. Hence, it is credited with helping fuel the abolitionist 

movement in the 1850s. Abraham Lincoln met Stowe at the start of the Civil War, and said, “So 

this is the little lady who started this Great War.” This novel had the power to abolish slavery in 

America.  

The second era of interest is the time after World War II. This period is characterized as 

no great war after 1945 and no war and no genocide (there is a possibility that South Sudan 

violence is genocide) in the 21st century. It is also characterized as a time of a decline in murder 

and violence in many countries. Furthermore, there has been a growing awareness of human 
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rights over the past 50 years, and this has included a decline in the prejudice and discrimination 

against people of color, females, and minorities. This has been unprecedented to the extent that 

even when the Civil Rights Act of 1964 to outlaw discrimination based on race, color, religion, 

sex, or national origin was enacted after the American civil rights movement, nobody could 

have predicted that in 45 years, an African American would be elected president. There has also 

been a decline in sexism owing to feminism. For example, the university-going rate of Japanese, 

which was 35 percent for men and 10 percent for women in 1970, increased to 56 percent for 

men and 48 percent for women in 2016. Fifty years ago, the common mindset in Japan was that 

women did not require higher education. However, over the past two decades, this belief has 

been gradually weakening.  

The trends listed above are positive. However, they can be accompanied by negative 

consequences as a strategy of the weak. For example, there is an increase in the number of 

“difficult” patients, who break out into violent language and make unreasonable demands of 

doctors when things do not go their way. In Japan, they are known as “monster patients.” 

Traditionally, patients have been in a weak position while doctors and hospitals have been in a 

strong position. Therefore, patients usually follow the advice of their doctors. However, with 

democracy came the idea that patients and doctors are equal; this, together with a skewed 

understanding of human rights, led to the creation of these “monster patients.” This is also the 

case with some parents in Japan. Parents usually follow the advice of their children’s teachers, 

and thus are in a relatively weak position. However, there are some “monster parents,” who are 

overprotective and make selfish requests and complaints to teachers. These two examples reflect 

trends associated with how those who have traditionally been weak can act and assert 

themselves when released from the restrictions associated with their position.  

There may be specific factors responsible for each of the changes that took place after 

World War II. Concerning the decline in war, for example, with globalization has come an 

extraordinary growth in international trade, causing economic interdependence among 

countries. It is more beneficial for a country to trade with neighbor countries than to be engaged 

in war with them. Even if a country wins a war, it loses the benefits of trade. In short, 

international economic activity has changed from a zero-sum game to a non-zero-sum game. 

Democratic countries have built win-win economic relationships over the past half century. As 

for the decline in murder, the development of criminal investigation from a scientific standpoint 

can be a deterrent. Owing to the increased probability of being arrested and sentenced, murder 

has become a relatively ineffective conflict resolution strategy.  

The most important factor underlying the trends after World War II is the spread of 

education. Public education systems across the world are teaching increasing numbers of 

students about the concepts of democracy, equality, and rational thinking. With the great surge 
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in publication culture around the world, books, including novels, have become increasingly 

popular. It is very likely that the cultural practice of reading has enhanced people’s mindreading 

of those who are in a weak position, similar to what occurred in the 17th century, thus 

sympathetic. The spread of education may have caused the Flynn effect: the substantial and 

long-sustained increase in both fluid and crystallized intelligence test scores that were measured 

in many parts of the world over the 20th century (Flynn, 2012). As these kinds of intelligence are 

more strongly under the restraint of the cognitive capacity of System 2 than academic abilities 

are, the scores were not thought to be changeable. The Flynn effect is regarded not as reflecting 

the growth of the cognitive capacity, but as the increased availability of this capacity in System 

2. In other words, this effect cannot be attributed to the improvement of hardware (the brain) but 

to the increase in software efficiency. However, it is worthwhile to know that some researchers 

have reported a negative Flynn effect in Europe (e.g., Dutton & Lynn, 2014). Not only did the 

increase in test scores reach a ceiling but there was a slight decrease in these scores in some 

countries. The reasons for this decrease are thought to be the increase in the number of non-

European immigrants who have not received higher education and the presence of dysgenic 

fertility. In any case, it is plausible that the cognitive capacity of System 2 has reached a plateau 

in the context of the present educational systems.  

 

A DUAL PROCESS APPROACH TO HISTORICAL CHANGES: NATURAL 

EXPERIMENTS IN HISTORY 

 

Control by System 2?  

In applying the dual process theory framework, we need to recognize the difference between 

changes within an individual and changes in history. Knowledge, skills, and cultural values are 

passed down from one generation to the next. Therefore, an individual in later generations need 

not start from the very beginning; the computer has already been invented, legal systems are in 

place, and moral standards and norms have been established. Therefore, it is easier for System 2 

to control the negative output of System 1 supported by these social, cultural, and scientific 

developments than it used to be.  

Can we interpret the decline in war, violence, and murder and the enhancement of 

morality in terms of the revision of the negative output of System 1 by System 2? Consider the 

concurrence of the Flynn effect, the growing awareness of human rights, and the decline of 

murder and violence; is it possible that the latter two are attributed to the increased availability 

of this capacity in System 2 (the Flynn effect)? Although Stanovich and West (1998) have 

posited that the higher the IQ, the less biased a person’s thinking, it is still uncertain if System 2 

has more strongly controlled the negative output of System 1 since World War II. It is also 
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possible that the spread of higher education caused social changes and the Flynn effect after 

World War II.  

Generally, the emotional output of System 1 is not as easily revised or suppressed as 

cognitive outputs. It is obvious that System 2 has led to the revision of superstitious beliefs 

through the accumulation of scientific knowledge. Fewer and fewer people now believe in 

ghosts. However, as mentioned, even if System 2 allows us to reach the conclusion that 

superstitious beliefs are irrational, we still fear to break a superstitious taboo. In short, outcomes 

of System 1 coexist with those of System 2. This trend will probably continue for the moment. 

However, it is expected that in the future, even System 2 will identify superstitious beliefs as 

irrational.  

If the practice of reading was responsible for people developing an aversion to cruelty, 

including murder, violence, and torture, in the 17th century (Pinker, 2011), in which category is 

this case placed: rebellion, coexistence, or servitude? It may correspond to rebellion, but not 

perfectly. As mentioned, the ToM subsystem is assumed to belong to System 1, but mindreading 

based on this subsystem has come to work beyond modularity with the aid of the executive 

function of System 2 (Carlson et al., 2004). For example, mindreading responds not only to a 

human action but also to the behavior of fictional characters, and lets us consciously simulate 

affective changes in the character. Hence, this case may be regarded as rebellion, but the biggest 

momentum for the changes in the 17th century was the affective and emotional force caused by 

sympathy for victims. This force is connected to System 1.  

It is also possible that the negative output of System 1 has been getting weaker. I do not 

reject this possibility. However, more plausible reasons for the historical changes are the 

controls by System 2 using positive output (e.g., sympathy) of System, as discussed in the next 

section.  

 

A single death is a tragedy, a million deaths is a statistic 

Generally, the greatest changes in history have been caused and maintained by shared emotions. 

Emotions usually occur because of System 1 processes. If these cannot be controlled by System 

2, they are likely to have negative consequences such as genocide. Furthermore, System 2 

sometimes becomes a servant of System 1 just to rationalize its output (Haidt, 2012). For 

example, there were many people who hated pagans before the Enlightenment in 17th century 

Europe. Their hatred was based just on an intuitive feeling belonging to System 1 that pagans 

were strange. When System 2 was just a servant of System 1, it enforced this hatred by adding 

some prejudiced beliefs regarding the “evil” nature of pagans. However, emotions can also 

empower people to make changes for the better, as was the case in the 17th century. In this sense, 

they are a double-edged sword.  
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This is, in short, expressed in the words “A single death is a tragedy; a million deaths is 

a statistic.” Although these words are sometimes attributed to Joseph Stalin, they are thought to 

be by Erich Remarque, the author of All Quiet on the Western Front, or Adolf Eichmann, one of 

the major organizers of the Holocaust and who was executed in Israel. This message can be 

interpreted in the following manner: while we can understand the story of a single death, we 

cannot follow all the stories of many deaths. There are about 3,500 daily deaths in Japan. 

However, we do not feel deep sorrow at each of them, unless the deceased is someone familiar. 

They are just recognized in the framework of statistics.  

This is also called the “identifiable victim effect.” Kogut and Ritov (2005) reported that 

their participants displayed greater willingness to help identifiable victims, such as those whose 

identifying information (e.g., a picture) was available. Their participants’ emotional reaction to 

the victim got stronger when the victim was identified. Although they did not use the terms 

“mindreading” or “ToM,” it is likely that the emotion arose in the process of mindreading, 

which is easier when identifying information is available. Emotion, as previously mentioned, is 

a product of System 1. 

The identifiable victim effect is often evident in the real world. For example, in 1987, 

Jessica McClure fell into a well at the age of 18 months. Rescuers tried to free her from the 

eight-inch well, but her rescue was much more difficult than initially anticipated. From 

beginning to end, this rescue effort was given live media coverage. As a consequence, viewers 

donated over 700,000 dollars to the rescue effort. This sum could have helped save many 

malnourished infants in poor countries. In reality, despite UNICEF’s efforts to gather donations 

for these infants, such a large sum is difficult to manage. However, in Jessica McClure’s case, 

this was achieved because for many of the people, she corresponded to a single tragedy, whereas 

many poor infants were just a statistic. In the framework of dual process theory, the emotional 

reaction in the former case arises in the mindreading process of System 1. However, even if 

System 2 judges that it is moral to donate to UNICEF, people are unlikely to do so unless their 

judgment is accompanied by emotional sympathy.  

Another case was in Japan. Crying out Love in the Center of the World is a 2004 

Japanese drama film based on the novel Socrates in Love by Kyoichi Katayama. This is a love 

story, in which the heroine dies of leukemia. After the film’s release, the Japan Marrow Donor 

Program saw an increase in registrations for a few years. The Japanese government and Red 

Cross Society have made continuous efforts to encourage people to register as donors. However, 

this had little effect until the release of the movie. In other words, although people know that a 

bone marrow transplant is a treatment strategy for leukemia and lymphoma and are aware of the 

necessity of donors, they are not very likely to take the first step of registration. However, the 

film/novel telling this tragic story aroused sympathy arose for the poor heroine, and they acted 
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upon it by registering. This demonstrates that although System 2 tells people that registration is 

rational, ethical, and important, this judgment does not lead to action, which only comes from 

the emotional sympathy for the identified victim that is a product of System 1.  

 

MORALITY AND TWO KINDS OF NORMS: DEONTOLOGY AND 

UTILITARIANISM 

 

Table 2. The contrast between deontology and utilitarianism 

Deontology Utilitarianism 

Kantian Benthamian 

Motivationalism Consequentialism 

Stronger in the footbridge problem Stronger in the trolley problem 

Intuitive inference Utility calculation 

Strong emotion Weak emotion 

Strong impulsion of act Weak impulsion of act 

VM-PFC DL-PFC 

System 1 System 2 

Note: VM-PFC: Ventromedial prefrontal cortex, DL-PFC: Dorsolateral prefrontal cortex 

 

A classification of moral judgment very similar to that of processing in the context of dual 

process theory has been proposed: deontology versus utilitarianism. Table 2 shows the contrast 

between the two. Deontology is the normative ethical theory that the morality of an action 

should be based on whether that action itself is right or wrong under a series of rules, rather than 

the consequences of the action. It is described as “duty” or “obligation.” This was posited by 

Immanuel Kant, who argued that each individual must act purely out of a sense of duty, and 

who began with the argument that the highest good must be both good in itself and good 

without qualification. According to him, the motivation for an action must be based on 

obligation and be well thought out before the action takes place.  

The deontic judgment is contracted with the utilitarian judgment. Utilitarianism is an 

ethical and philosophical theory stating that the best action is the one that maximizes utility. In 

general, utility refers to subjective benefit, but in the context of ethics, it is defined as that which 

produces the greatest well-being for the greatest number of people. Jeremy Bentham, the 

founder of utilitarianism, described utility as the sum of all pleasure that results from an action, 

minus the suffering of anyone involved in the action. Utilitarianism is a version of 

consequentialism in this sense, which is contrasted with Kantian motivationalism. However, 

unlike other forms of consequentialism, such as egoism and altruism, utilitarianism considers 
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the interests of all beings equally.  

This contrast is very well illustrated in the trolley dilemma (Thompson, 1985). The 

general form of this problem is as follows.  

 

There is a runaway trolley moving toward five tied-up people lying on the tracks. You are 

standing next to a lever that controls a switch. If you pull the lever, the trolley will be redirected 

onto a side track; thus the five people on the main track will be saved. But, there is a single 

person lying on the side track. Do you pull the lever to save the five people?  

 

Many people respond affirmatively to this question. According to classical utilitarianism, this 

decision is not only permissible but, morally speaking, the better option, because sacrificing one 

life leads to saving five others. Therefore, this judgment and action conform well to 

utilitarianism, because this maximizes utility.  

However, some do not respond affirmatively. They take an alternate viewpoint that 

moving to another track constitutes participation in a moral wrong, making one partially 

responsible for a death when otherwise no one would be responsible. This is because the action 

of pulling the lever kills a bystander who has done nothing to deserve it. Not committing murder 

is the golden rule; it can be found in sacred books such as the Bible. Therefore, pulling the lever 

is against this rule, and deontic judgment tells us not to do it because this action can be viewed 

as murdering the person lying on the side track.  

This deontic judgment not to pull the lever can also take a different form: the footbridge 

problem. In this scenario, you are standing on a footbridge on the trolley track. There is a very 

fat man next to you, and if you push him over the bridge on to the track, he will die, but the five 

people can be saved. You are asked whether or not you would push him over the bridge. Many 

people respond negatively because they are likely to make a deontic judgment in this form of 

the problem.  

There are three possibilities (Cushman, Young, & Hauser, 2006).  

(1) The action principle: Harm caused by action is morally worse than equivalent harm caused 

by omission. 

(2) The intention principle: Harm intended as the means to a goal is morally worse than 

equivalent harm foreseen as the side effect of a goal. 

(3) The contact principle: Using physical contact to cause harm to a victim is morally worse 

than causing equivalent harm to a victim without using physical contact.  

The first is known as omission bias, and is also discussed in philosophical ethics. Generally, 

omission bias is the preference for harm caused by omissions over equal or lesser harm caused 

by intentional acts. Therefore, people judge that it is greatly immoral to take an action to pull 
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the lever in the trolley problem and to push the fat man in the footbridge problem. However, the 

utility aspect (saving five people) overrules the omission bias in the former case. This is because 

there is no contact with the victims in the trolley problem. No contact does not fill the third 

principle. However, the third principle applies to the footbridge problem. Although there were 

not many participants whose argument was based on the second principle (Cushman et al., 

2006), it is still important. Many people do not feel that they are intentionally harming the 

victim by pulling the lever. However, they are likely to feel that they have intentionally inflicted 

bodily injury on the fat man by pushing him over the bridge even if their goal was to save the 

five people.  

Roughly speaking, this distinction can be equated to that of dual process theory; deontic 

judgment corresponds to System 1, whereas utilitarian judgment corresponds to System 2 (e.g., 

Greene, 2013). For example, cognitive load was shown to pose more of an interference with 

utilitarian judgment than deontic judgment (Greene, Morelli, Lowenberg, Nystrom, & Cohen, 

2007). Generally, cognitive load selectively interferes with mental activity that needs cognitive 

capacity of System 2. This is compatible with dual process theory associating utilitarian moral 

judgment (approving of harmful actions that maximize positive consequences) with controlled 

cognitive processes and non-utilitarian moral judgment with automatic emotional responses.  

In their fMRI study, Greene, Sommerville, Nystrom, Darley, and Cohen (2001) 

distinguished between the reasoning (cognitive) process and emotional process in moral 

judgment. According to their results, the brain regions associated with working memory (middle 

frontal gyrus (right) and parietal lobe) were recruited to solve an impersonal moral problem, 

whereas those associated with emotion (middle frontal gyrus (bilateral), posterior cingulate 

gyrus (bilateral), and angular gyrus) were used to solve a personal moral problem. Utilitarian 

judgment is likely to be made when solving an impersonal moral problem, whereas deontic 

judgment is likely to be made when solving a personal moral problem. Summarizing the results 

of some studies using neuroimaging technology, Greene (2013) proposed that the dorsolateral 

prefrontal cortex (DL-PFC), which is associated with cognitive control, is used in the making of 

utilitarian judgments, whereas the ventromedial prefrontal cortex (VM-PFC), which is 

associated with intuitive judgment, is used when making deontic judgments. The activation of 

the VM-PFC is transmitted to the amygdala, where it generates emotional responses.  

 

PATHWAY TO A BETTER SOCIETY: IMPLICATIONS OF DUAL PROCESS 

THEORY 

 

Domestic globalization  

The framework of dual process theory provides not only an explanation for changes in history 
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but also a prescription for the future. As mentioned, there has been great progress with regard to 

the decline in murder, violence, fraud, and discrimination (Pinker, 2011). Can we continue this 

process in order to become a better society?  

Contemporary society is characterized by globalization, a consequence of the division 

of labor. Beginning from self-sufficiency society like a tribal hunter-gather society, humans 

have taken division of labor in cooperation. Division of labor makes it possible to improve 

efficiency in production, thereby contributing to the prosperity of humans. Thus, humans have 

had surplus time for education (including publication), which has enhanced morality.  

Division of labor is the driving force of globalization. Globalization began with the 

establishment of trade between different tribal societies. Contemporary globalization, both 

between and within countries, has been facilitated by industrialization. For example, in the case 

of Japan, before World War II, 40-50 percent of workers were farmers. However, this proportion 

drastically decreased after the war. As companies began offering more employment 

opportunities, many young workers preferred it over farming. These trends led to young 

Japanese people leaving their traditional communities for cities. Consequently, the traditional 

local communities collapsed, and urban areas, with their anonymous societies, became the 

norm.  

The collapse of traditional communities is a problem faced by most industrial countries. 

For example, Putnam (2000) pointed out the gradual decrease in membership and the number of 

volunteers in many existing civic organizations such as religious groups, labor unions, and 

parent-teacher associations after World War II. These trends can be expressed as a decrease in 

social capital. Social capital broadly refers to those aspects of effectively functioning social 

groups that include factors like interpersonal relationships. In the traditional self-sufficient 

society, a social life with mutual aid used to be indispensable. The importance of social capital 

has now decreased. However, it is very likely that people are less able to find a way to ask for 

help, such as on losing a job, than they used to be.  

However, it may be some people’s desire to leave traditional societies. It is sometimes 

very stressful to live in traditional societies, which are dominated by rules to ensure 

cooperation. Breaking rules can lead to the imposition of sanctions by other community 

members. Those who left their traditional communities have chosen prosperity and a society 

without such rules. However, the problem, as pointed out by Putnam, may be more serious in 

countries, such as Japan, that have experienced rapid industrialization. Social changes are rapid, 

and they can be difficult to keep track of and conform to, particularly for elderly people. They 

are not used to a society where people meet anonymously and develop interpersonal 

relationships. They feel anxious when they do business with those whom they do not know well. 

These trends have resulted in some negative consequences in Japan. It has been reported that 
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some Japanese people live without human relationships. Their social isolation is a consequence 

of retirement, moving to another place, or divorce. They do not possess the social skills to 

establish new human relationships. Traditionally, the Japanese did not require such skills 

because in their traditional communities, rich relationships with community members were a 

given. Hence, they do not know how to develop such skills in a new context.  

In spite of these negative consequences, we are unable to stop this globalization caused 

by industrialization. We have come not only to be prosperous but also to establish public 

morality through this process, as shown in the changes after World War II. Actually, the number 

of crimes increased slightly when traditional communities, which used to thrive on mutual 

surveillance, started to collapse. However, crimes, including violence and murder, have greatly 

decreased over the past 50 years.  

 

International globalization 

The term “globalization” indicates the contemporary worldwide phenomenon in a narrow sense. 

Generally, I am not against this worldwide globalization for three reasons. The first reason is 

that it is both a consequence of and a move toward the global division of labor, which leads to 

prosperity. The second reason is that these trends are expected to lead to the decline of war. 

Globalization is leading to increased economic interdependence between countries. As 

previously mentioned, it is more beneficial for a country to trade with neighbor countries than to 

wage war, regardless of the result. The third reason is that globalization is expected to lead to a 

further decline in racial discrimination. Generally, discrimination is associated with in-group 

favoritism (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), which was stronger in traditional societies than it is in 

contemporary society. In other words, in-group favoritism is stronger in closed communities, as 

was the case with hunter-gatherers, and members from other communities are likely to be 

regarded as enemies or rivals. In-group favoritism and discrimination against other cultural 

group members declines when people from different cultural groups meet and understand each 

other. Globalization enhances communication, leading to mutual understanding. The decline in 

discrimination in the past 50 years can partially be attributed to the trend of globalization.  

However, worldwide globalization has been criticized from the economic perspective. 

Summing up the existing discussions, there are two major criticisms. One is the apprehension 

that weaker industries, such as agriculture, are less likely to survive in the mega-competitive 

environment fostered by globalization. Famers in industrial countries are displeased with the 

cheap agricultural products imported from developing countries. At the same time, developing 

countries are dissatisfied with rich countries, which tend to take advantage of their weak 

position to bring down the prices of agricultural products. The other criticism concerns the rate 

at which we are destroying nature and the environment. This concern is associated with a 
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disgust of capitalism.  

The biggest problem concerning contemporary globalization was posited by Murray 

(2017). He points out the problem caused by mass migration from non-European countries to 

Europe. There have been two reasons for the acceptance of mass migration. The first is based on 

the liberal idea of abandoning racism and propagating cultural relativism. Cultural relativism is 

the idea that an individual’s cultural customs and practices should be understood based on that 

individual’s own culture, and that there is no single standard based on which a culture can be 

considered superior. The second is Europeans’ guilt regarding their colonization of Africa and 

the Middle East. According to Murray, the media has hesitated to report the criminals by the 

immigrants. Some criminals are strongly associated with cultural customs in their country of 

origin, which can completely differ from Europeans’. However, it is against cultural relativism 

to criticize such cultural customs. Under these circumstances, there have been many cultural 

conflicts between Europeans and newcomers.  

 

Good stories for a better future 

Although there are some problems with contemporary globalization as a consequence of the 

global division of labor, we cannot put a stop to this phenomenon. Globalization is the engine 

that can fuel the decline of racism and the development of a prosperous world. The problem lies 

in the fact that people have not been able to get accustomed to these rapid changes over the past 

50 years.  

Contemporary civilization is not the ultimate stage of industrial, economic, and social 

development. There are still many unresolved problems. Division of labor enhances the 

development of both natural and social sciences and is facilitated by globalization. For example, 

although mass migration is causing many problems in Europe, the biggest underlying factors are 

the poverty, infringement of human rights, and intestine wars in the countries to which 

immigrants belong. If we stop immigration, their countries of origin remain as they are. I agree 

with the opinion that Europe should not accept illegal immigrants. However, putting an end to 

immigration is not the way out; rather, there is a need to foster environments where voices can 

speak out against authoritarian regimes, which bring infringement of human rights, in the 

countries to which immigrants belong. As mentioned above, Europeans have hesitated to 

criticize the cultural customs and political regimes of other countries because of cultural 

relativism. However, there is no place for such hesitation when there is a need to send strong 

messages about the requirement of change in the non-democratic regimes in refugees’ countries 

of origin. People need to use System 2 to find an optimal way to implement change. However, 

the output of System 2, weaker than that of System 1, is unable to drive such changes. For 

example, anger, which is a product of System 1 detecting inequality, may be used to force 
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people to make a change to ensure a democratic regime. However, it may cause conflict if it is 

not controlled well by System 2. Another way is to use ToM to formulate a good story that can 

make people sympathize with those who are humiliated in despotic states. This emotional 

sympathy can be the energy to drive people, including politicians and journalists, to stop 

dictatorships. This energy can arise within despotic states.  

As stories can be a double-edged sword, they should be well examined by System 2. 

For example, The Merchant of Venice by Shakespeare is frequently staged today. The audience 

may share a hatred for the Jewish moneylender, Shylock, who is greedy and cruel. However, 

this play is potentially troubling to modern audiences because of its central themes, which can 

easily appear anti-Semitic.  

Generally, the role of scientists (social and natural sciences) is to determine how to 

solve problems, such as global warming, incurable diseases, religious conflicts, dictatorships, 

economic recession and poverty, and moral denegation. However, novelists and journalists take 

upon themselves the responsibility of creating stories that can drive people toward change. For 

example, a novel depicting the tragedy of war may lead people to commit themselves to the 

anti-war movement. Journalistic coverage of the malnutrition of young children in a very poor 

country may increase donations to UNICEF and make politicians realize that poverty is a 

problem that cannot be ignored. In other words, these are ways to put to use the identifiable 

victim effect (Kogut & Ritov, 2005).  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Does System 2 suppress or revise the negative output of System 1? The general answer is that 

when it is associated with strong emotions (fear and/or anger), the output is more unlikely to be 

suppressed or revised. I examined two natural historical experiments to test this research 

question.  

The first is the changes in 17th century Europe. There was a decline in war, torture, cruel 

punishment, and religious persecution. Pinker (2011) proposes that one of the influential factors 

in these changes is the prevalence of novels. This idea can be developed in terms of ToM, the 

distinction between deontic and utilitarian judgment, and the identifiable victim effect. The 

second is the changes after World War II; there has been a decline in discrimination and crimes 

including murder, violence, and theft. The major factor responsible for this is the spread of 

education. The concepts of democracy, equality, and rationality have been taught around the 

world. The spread of education may have caused the Flynn effect, such that intelligence test 

scores have got higher in many parts of the world over the 20th century (Flynn, 2012). I am not 

certain if this reflects the ability of System 2 to revise the negative output of System 1, but it is 
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very interesting that these changes have co-occurred after World War II.  

The distinction between deontic judgment and utilitarian judgment in moral reasoning 

corresponds to the one between System 1 and System 2. Morals in the contemporary world have 

been established on the basis of a balance between the two systems. System 1 brings deontic 

judgment, whereas System 2 makes it possible to make utilitarian judgments to control deontic 

judgments. However, it is deontic judgment that leads to action. Therefore, political leaders, 

journalists, and novelists should understand utilitarian judgment by experts (scientists and 

researchers) and choose a good story that evokes sympathy for those who are discriminated 

against and so on. Utilitarian moral judgment and deontic moral judgment are like the wheels, 

the vehicle being a better society.  
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS 

 

Noble Savage: The term “noble savage,” which originated in the 17th century, refers to the idea 

that humans are essentially good, and that civilization, with its money, weapons, and so on, is 

the source of all evil.  
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Dual Process Theory: This theory supposes that there is a distinction between an evolutionarily 

old heuristic system (intuitive mind) and an evolutionarily recent analytic system (analytical 

mind), and that the former supports processing that is implicit, automatic, fast, intuitive, 

contextual, and associative, whereas the latter supports processing that is explicit, controlled, 

slow, reflective, abstract, and rule-based.  

 

Theory of Mind: The concept involved in theory of mind is an ability to predict mental states, 

which is used to understand and explain others’ acts.  

 

Identifiable Victim Effect: This is the tendency of individuals to feel more sympathy and to 

offer greater aid to a specific, identifiable person than a large, vaguely defined group with the 

same need.  

 

Deontology/Utilitarianism: Deontology is a normative ethical theory concerning what is or 

should be the norm based on human duty, whereas utilitarianism is a consequentialist ethical 

theory promoting actions that maximize happiness and well-being for the majority of the 

population.  


