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ABSTRACT
We propose a fundamental challenge to the feasibility of 
moral progress: most extant theories of progress, we will 
argue, assume an unrealistic level of cognitive control people 
must have over their moral judgments for moral progress to 
occur. Moral progress depends at least in part on the possi-
bility of individual people improving their moral cognition to 
eliminate the pernicious influence of various epistemically 
defective biases and other distorting factors. Since the 
degree of control people can exert over their moral cognition 
tends to be significantly overestimated, the prospects of 
moral progress face a formidable problem, the force of 
which has thus far been underappreciated. In the paper, we 
will provide both conceptual and empirical arguments for 
this thesis, and explain its most important implications.
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Two hundred years ago, almost everyone in the world was poor; the US 
economy thrived on slavery; millions of Chinese girls’ feet were bound, 
children were working long days in factories, and English gentlemen were 
killing each other in duels; women’s right were nowhere to be found; animal 
rights were unheard of. Today, poverty is in decline and democracy on the 
rise. Civil rights are solidifying, and the idea that animals ought to be treated 
humanely is gaining popularity. Foot binding and dueling are recognized for 
the bizarre cruelties that they are. In many places, child labor has long been 
abolished.

Many would classify these developments – even if they are not happening 
everywhere, too slowly, and never perfectly – as instances of moral 
progress.1 Moral progress occurs when social change is headed toward 
moral improvement. But are there limits to these developments? Recently, 
a variety of “conservative” challenges to the prospects of moral progress 
have gained increasing attention. The basic idea behind these challenges is 
that there are certain constraints on how much progress can be achieved. 
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Stronger forms of conservatism suggest that, in fact, we may have already 
reached the limits of moral progress. The strongest of them hold that we 
have already begun to overstretch them.

In some cases, such feasibility limitations on the possibility of moral 
progress are thought to be due to the hard-wired constraints of our evolu-
tionarily inherited psychology. If, for instance, we are innately prepared to 
carve up the social world in terms of us and them, then certain “inclusivist 
shifts” (Buchanan & Powell, 2016) toward an expanding circle of moral 
concern (Singer, 2011) may be out of reach. Alternatively, if modern forms 
of hyper-sociality are underwritten by a set of culturally evolved social 
institutions whose functioning remains causally opaque to us, then trying 
to bring about progressive change through deliberate social design may 
promise more harm than good (Kelly & Hoburg, 2017).

We take no stand on the plausibility of these challenges here. Instead, we 
aim to dig deeper, and propose a more fundamental challenge to the 
feasibility of moral progress. The most prominent extant theories of pro-
gress, we will argue, assume an unrealistic level of cognitive control people 
must have over their moral judgments for moral progress to occur. Moral 
progress depends at least in part on the possibility of individual people 
improving their moral cognition to eliminate the pernicious influence of 
various epistemically defective biases and other distorting factors. Since the 
degree of control people can, in fact, exert over their moral cognition tends 
to be significantly overestimated, at least by theories of moral progress, the 
prospects of moral progress face another formidable and thus far under-
appreciated obstacle. In what follows, we will provide both conceptual and 
empirical arguments for this thesis, and explain its most important 
implications.

Our paper has five sections. Section 1 introduces the problem of cognitive 
control about moral judgment for theories of moral progress. Section 2 
motivates the control requirement for moral progress. In section 3, we argue 
that two prominent classes of views about moral progress, what we call end- 
point views and functionalist views, entail that moral progress requires 
individual’s to control their moral judgments. In section 4, we provide 
a systematic assessment of the empirical evidence to show that there is 
a pervasive influence of morally irrelevant situational factors on moral 
judgment. Hence, the control requirement for moral progress, posed by 
end-point views and functionalist views, is not met. In section 5, we con-
sider objections to our view.

1. The problem of cognitive control and its relation to moral progress

How does learning about the psychological causes of our normative beliefs 
affect our self-understanding of moral progress? Recent findings in 
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cognitive science and moral psychology suggest that we are “strangers to 
ourselves” (T. Wilson, 2004). For instance, in one well-known experimental 
setup, subjects have to judge whether it would be permissible to redirect 
a trolley that threatens to kill five workers on a railroad track so that it kills 
a single worker instead (Greene et al., 2001). A consistent finding is that 
seemingly irrelevant influences sway people’s moral judgments, such as the 
order in which different cases are presented (e.g., Petrinovich & O’Neill, 
1996). We aim to show that these experimental findings have skeptical 
implications that threaten the possibility of moral progress.

Our argument is based on the claim that moral progress requires the 
possibility of controlling our moral judgments so that they become less 
susceptible to normatively irrelevant influences. The idea that increased 
control over our moral cognition is needed to improve our moral judgments 
is endorsed even by those whose primary aim is to debunk, or undermine, 
our moral cognition as largely unreliable or confabulatory. For example, 
Jonathan Haidt (2001) and Joshua Greene (2008), both prominent debun-
kers, argue that gaining greater insight into our judgments will allow us to 
control them better in the future, presumably to make better moral judg-
ments. Appiah (2009) and Bloom (2016) hint at a similar control require-
ment for moral progress: empirical research on the nature of moral cognition 
will allow us to adjust our moral judgments in light of new findings and 
make better moral judgments. Though we might not be able to get rid of 
some bugs (compare: seeing heatwaves on the asphalt as water), we might be 
able to control their influence (compare: not seeking out the heatwaves in 
search of water).

We will zoom in on the control requirement as a precondition for moral 
progress. Must we free ourselves from the influence of morally irrelevant 
situational factors to make moral progress? This issue immediately raises 
two questions. First, how strong is the influence of irrelevant situational 
factors? And second, what does this influence have to do with moral 
progress? Our answer to the first question is based on a recent review and 
meta-analysis of the empirical literature regarding the influence of situa-
tional factors in moral judgment (Klenk, 20212021), which shows that this 
influence is strong and pervasive.

The value of that observation for those already convinced of the pervasive 
influence of situational factors on moral judgment is twofold. First, we infer 
three general points about the nature of the influence of situational factors 
from the review. Second, we consider how the influence of situational 
factors matters for theories of moral progress, which is of philosophical 
interest even if all points about the influence of situational factors are 
already well established.

To answer the question of what the significance of situational influences 
on moral judgements is for the possibility of moral progress, we will 
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consider various contemporary accounts of moral progress and argue that 
all involve a commitment to the control requirement. We will argue that 
there is a thus far unexplored connection between the evidence for irrele-
vant influence and current debates about moral progress (e.g., Buchanan & 
Powell, 2018; Jamieson, 2002; C. Wilson, 2010): for moral progress to occur, 
individuals need (among other things) to make more controlled (in the 
sense of being insensitive to irrelevant situational factors) moral judgments. 
This requirement turns out to be harder to satisfy than commonly thought.2

2. Motivating the control requirement for moral progress

Consider the abolition and moral condemnation of chattel slavery. Slavery 
stands today as a paradigmatic moral wrong. Importantly, as Anderson 
writes, the abolition of slavery was underwritten by a “transformation of 
moral consciousness” (Anderson, 2014, p. 2). There was a time when people 
judged that slavery was not morally objectionable. The fact that people 
started objecting to chattel slavery on moral grounds was, though surely 
not sufficient, undoubtedly one reason for its demise (Buchanan & Powell, 
2018; J Cohen, 1997). Nowadays, slavery is practically universally regarded 
as morally wrong. Correct moral judgments, therefore, seem to make 
a crucial contribution to progress. And in order for people to be able to 
make better moral judgments, they must control the unwanted influence of 
various discriminatory biases.

It may seem as if we are conflating two different senses of moral progress 
here. For one thing, progress could refer to change for the better in the 
norms and values that regulate individual and collective behavior. For 
another thing, moral progress could consistof making better – more 
informed, more evidence-sensitive, less biased – moral judgments. The 
feasibility challenge we want to put forward is that for moral progress to 
occur, people need to be able to make more accurate, more coherent and 
more controlled moral judgments, which speaks to the second sense of 
moral progress. However, the instances of moral progress identified 
above – the abolition of slavery, women’s suffrage, the gradual disappear-
ance of child labor – concern the first sense of moral progress (improve-
ments in the norms and values governing social practices). It, therefore, 
seems that even if we could show that people have a hard time satisfying the 
control requirement, this would contribute little or nothing to showing that 
the most critical forms of moral progress – in terms of people making better 
judgments – are infeasible.

However, we believe that the two notions of moral progress are linked in 
important ways: we hold that certain epistemic improvements in exerting 
control over the influence of various distorting played a crucial role in 
bringing about the substantive normative changes that we want to classify 
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as progress. Thus, if it turns out that we are bad at controlling our biases, 
this will also mean that we are proportionally bad at promoting or continu-
ing significant progressive developments. If the control requirement is not 
satisfied, it may still be possible in principle for normative moral progress to 
occur, and there are some historical examples for this. But without control 
over our cognitive biases, the feasibility of such progressive changes is, if not 
wholly impossible, at least significantly impeded.

An analogy with science supports the claim that making correct judg-
ments is critical for moral progress. Correct judgments are those that either 
better represent reality or better cohere with the rest of one’s judgments. 
Thus, progress in science can be understood in terms of making unbiased 
judgments: judgments that are guided by the evidence alone. To the extent 
that scientific progress requires less contaminated beliefs, we should defea-
sibly expect the same within the domain of morality.3

These examples are supposed to lend some initial credibility to the view 
that moral judgments that are influenced by irrelevant situational factors are 
deficient and that moral progress thus depends on controlling the influence 
of such factors. Ideally, a moral judgment should respond only to the 
morally relevant features of a situation. Reducing the influence of situational 
factors on our moral judgment will facilitate moral progress by getting rid of 
irrelevant influences on our moral judgment.4 This view is also widely 
endorsed by other writers (Anderson, 2014; Buchanan & Powell, 2018; 
Jamieson, 2017; Macklin, 1977; Shermer, 2016; C. Wilson, 2010).

3. Moral progress requires cognitive control

Two prominent views of moral progress, end-point views and functionalist 
views, entail that morally irrelevant influences (and the lack of cognitive 
control induced by them) on moral judgment are detrimental to moral 
progress.

Before discussing both sets of views in greater detail, an important 
clarification is in order about the relation between moral judgment and 
moral behavior. The control requirement for moral progress, as well as the 
experimental findings that we will review below, concern moral judgment, 
not behavior. However, there is no immediate connection between moral 
judgment, and moral behavior. Critics might claim that only the latter 
matters for moral progress. Someone’s judgment that it is acceptable to 
pull a switch in a trolley scenario is, in itself, no information about whether 
the person would pull the switch. The worry is that behavior rather than 
judgment is what matters for moral progress. If that were so, then focusing 
on moral judgment, as we do in this paper, may be neither here nor there.

The worry can be dispelled because even if moral behavior is necessary 
for full moral progress, we can show that moral judgment also plays a role 
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on any sensible view of moral progress. That is, though correct moral 
judgments alone may be insufficient for full moral progress (cf. Tam, 
2019), our argument merely requires that correct moral judgments are of 
some importance for full moral progress. By “full moral progress”, we do not 
mean progress where a final state of moral perfection is reached such that no 
further moral improvements are possible. Rather, full moral progress 
involves progress not just in our beliefs, but in our beliefs and our actual 
behavior. Improved beliefs and improved conduct are both part of moral 
progress, but only the realization of both amounts to full moral progress. So 
our view is that, since improvements in people’s moral beliefs are 
a necessary component of full moral progress. Since the control requirement 
matters for the possibility of improving people’s moral beliefs, the control 
requirement ends up mattering for moral progress. Some moral improve-
ments in people’s behavior – namely those that are possible without requir-
ing said doxastic improvements – may still occur, but these will be limited in 
scope and degree.

Here, the distinction between improvement from a moral point of view 
and robust moral progress is important (cf. Buchanan & Powell, 2018). 
Improvement from a moral point of view is when a new state “conforms 
better to valid moral norms or better realizes sound moral values” 
(Buchanan & Powell, 2018, p. 48). That state, however, need not be brought 
about by human capacities: it might be an entirely fortuitous circumstance 
that, say, there are fewer pathogens in the air and thus fewer people die of 
infectious diseases. Hence, robust moral progress must also involve better, 
more accurate moral judgments. As Buchanan and Powell have it, moral 
progress at least partly depends on “the exercise of or improvements of the 
moral powers” (Buchanan & Powell, 2018, p. 51). Among these states, 
however, there might be changes that involve human motivational capa-
cities, and they might lead to outcomes that are improvements from a moral 
point of view. For example, humans might stop all wars amongst themselves 
if faced with alien aggression. This peace would be moral progress, on one 
level, but the behavior might be purely instrumental, and there is a clear 
sense in which making peace for the right reasons would constitute even 
greater progress. For the purposes of this essay, the relevance of improve-
ment from a moral point of view, or of a telic (outcome-oriented) concep-
tion of progress need not be disputed. It suffices to note that there is a form 
of moral progress, which we can call process-related moral progress, that 
requires correct moral judgments.

We will discuss the two main process-related accounts of moral progress 
in what follows.5 Both entail that reducing the influence of situational 
factors is required for moral progress. More schematically, we defend the 
following argument:
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P1. End-point views (EPVs) and functionalist views (FVs) of moral 
progress entail that full moral progress requires cognitive control. That is, 
according to EPVs and FVs, moral progress depends on individuals making 
moral judgments that are not influenced by morally irrelevant situational 
factors.

P2. Morally irrelevant situational factors pervasively influence human 
moral judgments.

P3: People are unlikely to be able to remedy the influence of morally 
irrelevant situational factors on their moral judgments.

C: Therefore, on EPVs or FVs, full moral progress is unlikely.
Our conclusion casts a into doubt the prospects of moral progress: the 

uncontrolled influence of morally irrelevant factors on our moral judgments 
constitutes a problem for two promising classes of theories of moral pro-
gress. We will explain and defend the argument’s premises over the course 
of the rest of the paper.

3.1. End-point views

End-point views of moral progress posit a target state, or end-point, that 
must be approached (in an appropriate way) for moral progress to occur. 
End-point views differ in what they take ‘approaching’ to consist in (e.g., the 
making of different moral judgments, or different moral actions) and how 
they define the end-point. The most relevant end-point views posit episte-
mic, formal, or substantive criteria for moral progress.6

Consider the epistemic version first. Uncovering new or modified moral 
truths, in analogy to scientific progress, is what constitutes moral progress 
(Boyd, 1988).7 Approaching the end state is done by finding out more about 
the world. C. Wilson (2010), in criticizing the metaphysical commitments 
incurred by this epistemic conception, argues that the moral improvement 
exhibited by one state of affairs over another can be conceived of without 
incurring metaphysical commitments. Wilson’s proposal draws on the idea 
that moral principles, which are assumed to be true, provide the criteria for 
moral progress: applying the principle(s) in a wider range of cases is what 
constitutes progress (compare Macklin, 1977). Of course, as Roth (2012) 
notes, these accounts are just the epistemic criterion conception in disguise: 
the account merely assumes the truth of some moral principles. Another 
instance of the end-point view is the epistemic view discussed by Moody- 
Adams (1999). She suggests that deepening the grasp of a concept and its 
application in practice constitutes moral progress. Moody-Adams’s account 
is interesting because she does not restrict how our grasp of the concepts 
ought to be deepened. Haslam’s (2016) account of what he calls ‘concept 
creep’ would fit her view well: concepts like ‘abuse’ or ‘bullying’ are, accord-
ing to Haslam, now applied to more cases and for, arguably, more minor 
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transgressions. For example, he discusses how in the early 19th century, the 
concept RAPE was deemed appropriately applied to a case of sexual abuse 
only if penetration occurred. Today, the fact that no penetration occurred 
during a case of sexual abuse is no legitimate reason not to call it a rape. 
Though Haslam is somewhat critical of some developments related to 
concept creep, if Moody-Adams is right, then he is describing an instance 
of moral progress. We are, after all, now realizing the true nature of (thick) 
normative concepts such as RAPE, and their implications.

The epistemic end-point view entails the control requirement because the 
moral truths or principles at the heart of such accounts will be truths 
according to a given substantive, normative theory. They will be truths of 
utilitarianism or deontology, for example. At the very least, epistemic end- 
point views require for moral progress that at least one individual makes 
a correct judgment about the moral truths, unperturbed by morally irrele-
vant situational factors. Now, there is a question, of course. of whether one 
individual’s correct moral judgment would be enough for moral progress to 
occur or whether a sufficient number of individuals need to make suffi-
ciently many correct judgments over time for moral progress to occur. We 
lean toward the latter interpretation, but we need not settle that question in 
this paper. For the purposes of our argument, it is sufficient to note that 
either option will require at least one individual to make correct moral 
judgments.8

Next, formal criteria of moral progress belong to the family of end-point 
views. Consider Singer’s (2011) account of the expanding circle: moral 
progress is taken to be constituted by expanding morality’s scope, authority, 
and domain. The formal end point view relies on a normative theory to 
justify its formal criteria. Singer, for example, argues that utilitarianism is 
true and that, therefore, we morally ought to extend our realm of considera-
tion to non-human animals. Similarly, Nagel has argued that moral progress 
occurs when objective, impersonal, agent-neutral reasons replace subjective, 
personal, or agent-relative reasons for action (Nagel, 1986, ch. 9).

Formal criteria also entail the control requirement: the formal criteria 
need to be met in practice by individuals making moral judgments. They 
must, for example, judge that they have as much reason to help those in far- 
away countries as they have to help their close friends. To arrive at that 
judgment, they must not be perturbed by morally irrelevant situational 
factors, such as in-group favoritism. Likewise, Nagel’s view requires people 
to be sensitive in their judgments to the right kinds of reasons. This, too, 
implies that people’s judgments must be controlled.9

Finally, substantive end-point criteria for moral progress are evaluative 
bases that inform us how far we have come in terms of progress. A recent 
example is the objective list theory of Jamieson (2017). These theories are 
premised on the idea that there are some actions or states of affairs that are 
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positively evaluated by all moral theories. This is a less ambitious version of 
the idea that showing the consistency of all major normative theories (Parfit 
2011).10 In any case, substantive views quite obviously entail a commitment 
to substantive normative theories and hence to the control requirement: 
people must judge that the proposed substantive criteria are, say, good and 
in doing so they must be unperturbed by morally irrelevant situational 
factors.

Hence, all three major variants of the end-point view entail 
a commitment to the control requirement: in order to achieve moral pro-
gress in the sense described above, our moral judgments must be controlled 
so that they are not influenced by situational factors. The fact that moral 
judgments are pervasively influenced by situational factors is thus, insofar as 
end-point views are true, an obstacle to moral progress.

3.2. Functionalist views

The second relevant account of moral progress is functionalist. On such an 
account, morality is considered to have a function (indeed, that function is 
constitutive of morality). Functionalist views first identify what they take to 
be the constitutive function of morality and then define moral progress as 
increased efficacy in the performance of that function (cf. Buchanan & 
Powell, 2018).

For example, Kitcher (2011) argues that morality functions as a social 
technology for resolving altruism failures. Allowing the resolution of altru-
ism failure is what morality is. Kitcher concedes that “in the course of 
progress, the background itself changes, generating new functions for ethics 
to serve, and hence new modes of functional refinement”. In passages like 
these, it might seem as if there is no substantive definition of what function 
morality must fulfil, but rather morality is defined as fulfilling some func-
tion. Similarly, Roth (2012) proposes to measure progress by asking whether 
the initial problem one started with has diminished or disappeared and 
whether the number of problems has decreased. Railton (1986) can also be 
considered as a defense of a functionalist view of moral progress.

There are two ways of interpreting functionalist accounts: as constitutive 
or normative accounts. Consider the latter first. In that case, we run into 
a problem that is akin to the “open question argument”. It always makes 
sense to ask whether we ought to fulfil whatever function morality has. As 
Buchanan and Powell (2018) note, we do and should care how altruism 
failures are resolved: does resolving altruism failures involve coercion? 
Should we accept some degree of altruism failure so that we do not have 
to use coercion? On a normative interpretation, functionalist views advance 
a substantive normative thesis about what we ought to do, in which case 
they entail the control requirement.
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The constitutive interpretation of functionalism does not, on the face of 
it, entail the control requirement. That is because morality might fulfil its 
function without any conscious effort, or exercise of human “moral con-
sciousness”. To take an extreme case, consider Kitcher’s proposal that 
morality’s function is the resolution of altruism failures. Fulfilling this 
function does not require us to make correct, controlled moral judgments. 
The annihilation of humanity, for example, would ensure that there are no 
altruism failures anymore and thus there would not be any problems left for 
morality to solve. In some sense, morality would have fulfilled its function, 
though in the wrong way. There are two options now for proponents of 
a constitutive interpretation of functionalism: accept or deny that there are 
constraints on fulfilling morality’s function. If they deny that there are 
constraints, then their view becomes susceptible to the same problems 
that make perspective-dependent views unattractive: anything goes. If they 
accept that there are constraints to fulfilling morality’s function, then they 
are committed to a substantive normative theory to vindicate whatever 
constraints they envision. For example, Kitcher would probably claim that 
annihilating humanity is not an acceptable remedy to altruism failures; but 
his claim will have to be grounded in an appeal to human dignity, the value 
of life, or some such substantive normative view. That substantive norma-
tive commitment both motivates their view and turns out to be relevant for 
making moral judgments: if life is valuable, then we have to pick up on that 
in making moral judgments. Hence, even constitutive interpretations of 
functionalism are committed to the control requirement.

4. The pervasive influence of irrelevant influences on moral judgments

We have sketched how both end-point views and functionalist views of 
moral progress are committed to the control requirement for moral pro-
gress. Accordingly, full moral progress requires people to control for the 
influence of morally irrelevant factors on their moral judgment (since 
progress in our moral beliefs is a part of full moral progress). In this section, 
we will show that the control requirement is frequently and pervasively 
violated, creating yet another, hitherto underacknowledged, obstacle for full 
moral progress.

The last two decades have produced a tremendous amount of empirical 
research on the processes underlying moral judgments. This section pre-
sents and interprets the findings of a recent systematic review of the 
evidence for the influence of situational factors on moral judgments for 
the problem of cognitive control and moral progress.

Before we dive into the empirical evidence, it may be helpful to outline 
how the empirical evidence will bear on the theoretical arguments we 
discussed above, and what consequences we expect for normative ethics.11 
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Our theoretical considerations above suggest that full moral progress 
depends on people’s ability to ward off the influence of irrelevant factors 
on their moral judgments. In short, they need to satisfy the control require-
ment. Our empirical considerations will suggest that the control require-
ment is frequently violated and so we uncover a novel obstacle for the 
viability of moral progress. For normative ethics, this implies not only that 
preconceptions of reliable moral judges may have to be reconsidered but 
also that we might have to reconsider applicable notions of moral progress, 
and the aim of normative theorizing in general: If normative theorizing aims 
at what we ought to think (cf. G. A. Cohen, 2003, p. 243) and yet we find that 
most people fail to think what they ought to think even if they try, then our 
findings may raise questions about that conception of normative theorizing. 
For moral psychology, our argument implies that finding ways to enhance 
control of moral judgment gain wider importance in the context of the 
desirability of and threat to moral progress.

With our argument outlined and situated, we can now turn to the 
empirical evidence. The standard way of testing alternative descriptive 
theories of moral judgment is by asking subjects to evaluate (amongst 
others) trolley dilemmas, which pit one moral principle against another. 
Consider the standard ‘switch’ trolley scenario that Greene et al. (2001) 
adopted from Foot (1967) and Thompson (1985)12: 

Switch: You are at the wheel of a runaway trolley quickly approaching a fork 
in the tracks. On the tracks extending to the left is a group of five railway 
workmen. On the tracks extending to the right is a single railway workman. 
If you do nothing the trolley will proceed to the left, causing the deaths of 
the five workmen. The only way to avoid the deaths of these workmen is to 
hit a switch on your dashboard that will cause the trolley to proceed to the 
right, causing the death of the single workman. Is it appropriate for you to 
hit the switch in order to avoid the deaths of the five workmen?

In the switch dilemma, the utilitarian response is to pull the switch since 
doing so would save a greater number of people. The classification of this 
response as utilitarian is apt, though it should not obscure that it represents 
a rather rudimentary version of utilitarianism.13

In contrast, the following standard ‘push’ dilemma, adopted by Greene 
et al. (2001) from Foot (1967), and Thompson (1985), was explicitly 
designed so that the utilitarian response would conflict with the intuitions 
of many people: 

Push: A runaway trolley is heading down the tracks toward five workmen 
who will be killed if the trolley proceeds on its present course. You are on 
a footbridge over the tracks, in between the approaching trolley and the five 
workmen. Next to you on this footbridge is a stranger who happens to be 
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very large. The only way to save the lives of the five workmen is to push this 
stranger off the bridge and onto the tracks below where his large body will 
stop the trolley. The stranger will die if you do this, but the five workmen 
will be saved. Is it appropriate for you to push the stranger on to the tracks in 
order to save the five workmen?

Again, deciding to act in ‘push’ is considered a utilitarian response since it 
would result in more life’s saved. Deciding not to act, in contrast, can be 
classified as a deontological response. Trolley dilemmas, and comparable 
cases of harm-based moral dilemmas are ‘sacrificial’ dilemmas because they 
involve sacrificing (at least) one person to save a higher number (Kahane, 
2015). The most common finding in the literature on situational influences 
is that the majority of people approve of intervening in Switch but disap-
prove of intervening in Push; that is, they “think” like utilitarians in Switch 
but like deontologists in Push (cf. Klenk, 2021).

Sacrificial dilemmas are used to test what we might call the Standard 
Assumption, namely that moral judgments are predominantly driven by 
morally relevant factors. Both cases, and the innumerable variations of 
them are designed to pit two competing normative theories, utilitarianism 
and deontology, against one another. The original philosophical use of 
trolley dilemmas (which is often obscured in psychological studies) was to 
test the respective normative theories against considered intuitions (that is, 
whether the action recommended by, say, utilitarianism in either case 
intuitively seems to be the right or most reasonable thing to do). The 
psychological use was to test quite a different thing: the cases are used to 
test whether moral theories drive people’s moral judgments and, if so, which 
moral theory. For example, it is assumed that a person with utilitarian 
tendencies would make moral judgments in accordance with utilitarian 
moral theory. The standard assumption is not often made explicit, but it 
explains well the practice of testing normative theories of morality against 
intuitions. Normative theories, on this view, are implicit in normative 
concepts and in testing normative theories against our intuitions, we come 
to appreciate the moral theories we all hold implicitly. Of course, it is not 
required for the view that people always judge in accordance with the 
normative theory toward which they lean.

As the evidence shows, people’s moral judgments are ill-explained by the 
implicit operation of any moral theory.14 The average person would seem to 
hold inconsistent normative theories or no normative theory at all. In either 
case, the standard assumption fails. But if the standard assumption fails, 
then why do people tend to make utilitarian moral judgments in Switch and 
deontological moral judgments in Push? Numerous studies have uncovered 
a number of personal (e.g., Bartels & Pizarro, 2011) as well as situational 
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factors (cf. Klenk, 2021) that correlate with utilitarian and deontological 
moral judgments. What is a situational factor, however?

4.1. Irrelevant situational factors

Switch and Push are different – the action type in the former case, to name 
just one example, is switching a lever in the former, while it is pushing 
a person in the latter. Should we count features of the case such as ‘action 
type’ as situational factors? Alternatively, must situational factors be inde-
pendent of the case description? This paper will make use of the following 
definition of a situational factor (Klenk, 2021, p. 2):

Situational factor: Factor f is a situational factor in case c with answer options a1 
(classified as utilitarian option), a2 (classified as deontological option) and an (for 
some other moral theory) if and only if f does not legitimately affect the respective 
normative classification of a1 . . . an vis-à-vis the normative theory in question and f is 
not a dispositional factor of the agent.

Hence, ‘action types’ are situational factors, as are stress-levels, or wordings 
of the case, but anti-social disorders or intelligence on part of the experi-
mental subjects are not. The reason is that the latter vary by person, and are 
thus better classified as personal factors (i. e. individual differences). 
Classifying a situational factor does not require that we decide on what 
the correct normative theory is, e.g., deontology or utilitarianism, because, 
as the next section shows, there are situational factors which count as 
irrelevant on either theory.

Some of the effects of certain situational factors are well explained by 
dual-process theories of moral judgment, which predict that utilitarian 
judgments are typically the products of controlled cognitive processes that 
override automatic emotional responses (cf. Conway et al., 2018). For 
example, presenting cases in a foreign language increases the frequency of 
utilitarian responses by stimulating cognitive control (e.g., Corey et al., 
2017).

At the same time, researchers have also consistently found effects that are 
not accounted for by dual-process theory, such as order effects (e.g., 
Petrinovich & O’Neill, 1996). The typical trolley response pattern does not 
occur when subjects are first presented with Push and then with Switch (in 
which case acting in Switch is also judged impermissible). Effects of the 
order of presentation do not obviously fit with dual process theory: we 
should not expect that the order of presentation increases affect, nor that 
it decreases cognitive control, both factors that would play a role on a dual 
process theory of moral judgment. The lack of a unified theory to explain the 
impact of situational factors is crucial because in lieu of such a theory, there 
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is no reason to suppose that those factors are really all morally relevant 
(Horne & Livengood, 2017).

4.2. Empirical evidence

The influence of situational factors on moral judgments is indeed pervasive. 
In this section, we analyze the findings of a recent systematic review of the 
empirical literature on the influence of situational factors on moral judg-
ment in sacrificial dilemmas to support premise 1 in our argument (cf. 
Klenk, 2021 n.d.).

We envision two audiences of our argument in this section. First, there 
are some who are skeptical of findings from sacrificial dilemmas to yield 
valid information about the influence of situational factors on moral judg-
ment (for recent book-length criticisms, see May, 2018; Pölzler, 2018; Sauer, 
2018). To those, we offer a partial corroboration of the external validity of 
findings concerning the pervasive influence of situational factors on moral 
judgments. The situational factors that influence moral judgments are 
realistic, and they work in in realistic, and common scenarios, not only in 
highly contrived trolley cases, as critics sometimes allege. Second, there are 
some who are already convinced of the pervasive influence of situational 
factors on moral judgments. To those, we show that the influence of situa-
tional factors is less systematic than commonly thought. This makes it 
potentially harder to reign in and control our moral judgments, which 
corroborates the problem of cognitive control for moral progress. The best 
available evidence suggests that the cognitive control problem for moral 
progress is real, which should be of interest to either party.

The 53 articles analyzed in the meta-analysis report a total of 36 different 
situational factors tested with N = 11,575 subjects; effect sizes range from 
small to medium effects. Given extant concerns about the reliability and 
validity of the findings of such experiments (cf. Appiah, 2009), the reviewed 
literature strongly suggests that the influence of situational factors on moral 
judgments in both replicated and slightly amended experimental settings is 
considerable, which is already an important finding given the recent repli-
cation crisis in psychology.

A striking feature revealed by the meta-analysis the wide variety of 
different situational factors that were found to have an influence on moral 
judgments. The situational factors fall into two sets, based on the indepen-
dent variable(s) directly manipulated in the respective study. Factors per-
taining to the presentation of the dilemma altered features of the situation, 
such as the order and language of presentation, the time allowed for subjects 
to make a decision, or the severity of the harm described in the scenario. 
Factors pertaining to the subject that made a choice in the dilemma 
manipulated the subject directly. Examples are incidental serotonin and 
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stress levels and incidental empathy. Factors of both sets had considerable 
effects on moral judgments (for a detailed discussion of each factor, Klenk, 
2021 2021, supplementary materials).

The majority of the situational factors found to influence moral judgment 
are regular, normal features of everyday life. This finding is important in the 
light of plausible concerns about the ecological validity of experiments 
involving sacrificial dilemmas (cf. Pölzler, 2018, pp. 58–60; Sauer, 2018, 
ch. 6). Many of the situational factors that sway moral judgments plausibly 
play a role in situations where people have to make moral judgments outside 
the lab. For example, in institutional settings with tight agendas (e.g., policy 
decisions), stress and cognitive load plausibly play a role when making 
moral decisions. Similarly, public debate on morally relevant decisions 
pertaining to, for example, discussion of immigration policies are often 
conducted in a manner that plausibly seem to activate situational factors 
such as action-framing (e.g., when the choice is framed as (passively) 
allowing immigrants to enter vs (actively) bringing them in), psychological 
distance (e.g., when striking visual imagery is used), and relation-to-judge 
(e.g., whether immigrants are portrayed as socially connected to the decision 
maker or not). Thus, insofar as these factors play a role in ecologically valid 
experiments, we have good reason to suspect that moral judgments ‘outside 
the lab’ are influenced by those factors in similar fashion (Paulo, 2020; 
Klenk, 2021 2021, section 5).

Given the available evidence, it is plausible that the situational factors 
found to exert significant influence on moral judgment frequently play 
a large role in everyday moral decisions. Though the best known experi-
mental vignettes, which we introduced above, do indeed feature rather 
outlandish scenarios about runaway trolleys, the majority of studies is 
done on vignettes that are closer to scenarios of ordinary moral decision 
making. For example, the typical ‘Trolley’ effect also occurs when subjects 
consider dilemmas in realistic scenarios in the context of vaccine policies, 
animals research, and personal ones, such as thinking through decisions 
about relationships. This observation further corroborates the ecological 
validity of experiments with sacrificial dilemmas, and, more importantly, it 
supports our claim that situational factors pervasively influence moral 
judgments outside the lab (cf. Klenk, 20212021). For example, whether 
people are happy (incidental positive affect, social connectedness), 
prompted to rely on system 2 processing (e.g., cognitive control, time 
delay before answer, psychological distance, accessibility of information), 
or how they relate to the people under consideration (relation to judge, self 
in danger) are variables that are part and parcel of the context of everyday 
moral decisions.

Finally, the reviewed literature supports the claim that we are dealing 
with morally irrelevant situational factors. Some may doubt this: after all, 
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many critics of trolleyology (or, rather, critics of attempts to debunk deon-
tological moral judgments based on trolleyological findings) argue that it is 
often question-begging to simply assume that some situational factor is 
morally irrelevant in the course of a debunking argument (cf. May, 2018). 
However, we need not resolve this discussion here because our claim is not 
that all situational influences on moral judgment are morally irrelevant on 
any normative theory. Our argument only requires that there are some 
morally irrelevant situational influences vis-à-vis utilitarianism and deon-
tology, and this claim is evident from the factors listed in (Klenk, 2021, 
Table 3). To illustrate, assume, for the sake of argument, that utilitarianism 
is the correct normative theory. Then all situational factors that decrease 
utilitarian judgments are potentially detrimental to moral progress. Of 
course, if deontology were true, the same conclusion could be drawn: 
many pervasive factors of everyday life that should not affect whether or 
not we judge an action licensed by the theory as acceptable do in fact affect 
our judgments.

Therefore, the crucial upshot of the review is the pervasiveness of the 
influence of situational factors that play a considerable role in everyday 
moral judgment. People make moral judgments under stress, when they are 
tired, in happy states, when they feel supported by friends and family; they 
do so when their judgment concerns their family, friends, or themselves, 
they consider the consequences of their actions vividly, or not, and they 
make judgments in foreign languages. Depending on the correct normative 
theory, some (though not all) of these factors will influence our moral 
judgments negatively: we do no arrive at the moral judgments that we 
should arrive at. Importantly, no matter what normative theory we pick, 
there are at least some detrimental situational influences. This finding 
provides good reason to think that moral judgments are often not properly 
cognitively controlled in the sense that they are too easily influenced by 
situational factors.

One might think that knowledge of the pervasive influence of situational 
factors lessens their potential relevance for moral progress. Especially if the 
influence of situational factors is systematic, it might easier to control for 
them. However, the review puts pressure on prominent attempts to explain 
the influence of situational factors, and it suggests that we are currently 
lacking a wholly satisfactory theory about the influence of situational factors 
on moral judgment. The most prominent attempt to explain the influence of 
situational factors on moral judgment is dual process theory (Greene & 
Nystrom, 2004). The theory predicts that situational factors that lead to 
higher affect (e.g., personal force) activate system 1 processing and thus lead 
to decreased frequency of utilitarian moral judgments. However, the review 
suggests that this prediction is affected by valence. Negative affect behaves in 
line with the prediction of dual process theory, but positive affect does not 
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(2021., 19ff). It is tempting to suggest that this effect may be explained by the 
activation of system 2 by positive affect, but future investigations have to test 
this empirically. But this just points to a further problem in our current 
understanding of the influence of situational factors on moral judgments. 
The currently available evidence does not distinguish between an inhibition 
of system 1 and an activation of system 2, and vice versa. However, untan-
gling these causal pathways will be crucial for controlling the influence of 
irrelevant situational factors to improve cognitive control. So, a novel 
insight provided by the meta-analysis in relation to the problem of moral 
progress is that the causal pathways of the pervasive influence of situational 
factors are, to a significant extent ill-understood. So, even if we are aware of 
their influence, the questions left open by current explanations of their effect 
corroborate the cognitive control challenge for moral progress.

Thus, psychology provides us with a bleak picture of our capacity for 
accurate moral judgment. Granted the ecological validity of experiments 
involving sacrificial dilemmas, we have good reason to conclude that the 
moral judgments we make are very often influenced by factors that make no 
normatively relevant difference. Our judgments about situations with nor-
mative, moral significance often fail to identify the normatively relevant 
factors. The experimental literature on the influence of situational factors on 
moral judgment suggest that some popular grounds for optimism about 
cognitively controlled moral judgments are unsubstantiated: There are 
realistic, mundane situational factors, that have an effect in realistic scenar-
ios. Doing away with these findings by pointing to the bizarre nature of 
a tiny subset of cases used in these studies is misguided. Insofar as moral 
progress, per end-point views and functionalist views of moral progress, 
requires us to control for the influence of such factors, the prospects for 
making full moral progress are dimmer than previously thought.

At the same time, the significance of these findings should not be over-
estimated. We are unable to tell, thus far, how these findings carry over from 
the laboratory into the real world. After all, deciding what one would do in 
some hypothetical scenario (albeit realistic and familiar) need not translate 
to what one would actually do. Sacrificial dilemmas undoubtedly represent 
only a fraction of people’s everyday moral lives. There is no guarantee that 
situational factors play as big a role in other areas of moral judgment, like 
character evaluations. If it turns out that people judge differently outside the 
lab and beyond sacrificial dilemmas, then the relevance of the influence of 
situational factors for moral progress is hampered. At the very least, how-
ever, we can debunk the criticism that such studies lack import because 
people are confronted with unfamiliar, and widely implausible scenarios, 
which would arguably hamper their external validity. The available evi-
dence, however, does not give us positive reason for thinking so. Since 
there is also ample evidence about the lack of control in moral cognition 
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from studies beyond sacrificial dilemmas, the overall evidence thus far 
counts in favor of taking the influence of situational factors to be 
a pervasive real world phenomenon (cf. De Freitas & Johnson, 2018).

One may think that, while psychological findings on moral cognition offer 
reasons for pessimism, they also offer countervailing reasons for optimism. 
Recent findings on debiasing strategies, for instance, (Lilienfeld et al., 2009; 
Sellier et al., 2019), suggest that we can regain control over our moral judg-
ments by training ourselves in the appropriate debiasing techniques. The 
problem with this suggestion, however, is that successfully engaging in and 
carrying out these techniques suffers from the very same control problems, 
albeit at a higher level. We must be motivated to engage in debiasing, become 
aware that debiasing is needed in a given instance, and do it properly, timely, 
and to the right extent), all of which are difficult and costly to do. Of course, 
proponents of moral progress might object that it is possible to correct for the 
influence of situational factors, even though it is costly, strenuous, and perhaps 
unlikely to happen. Conceding this point is to admit that moral progress is 
logically possible, after all. However, this concession is largely independent of 
the question of whether moral progress is possible given our psychological 
constraints. As we discuss in the next paragraph, existing studies of expert 
judgment aimed at averting the influence of situational factors suggest that 
doing so is not possible (at least not for the moral experts we have today).

In relation to the previous point, it is also important to address the thought 
that proponents of end-point views of moral progress may have 
a straightforward answer to the situationist challenge to moral progress. 
After all, the meta-analysis findings apply on the aggregate level, whereas end- 
point views may only require that at least one individual makes correct moral 
judgments. Ultimately, however, we doubt that this objection is compelling 
because it provides us with insufficient reason to reject the significance of 
situational influences as an obstacle for moral progress. The objection drives 
on the possibility that there are at least some individuals whose moral 
judgments are not affected by situational factors. But there is evidence that 
even experts in moral reasoning, like professional moral philosophers, are 
subject to the same situational factors as non-experts (Schwitzgebel & 
Cushman, 2012), and that it persists despite training and conscious efforts 
to avoid such influenced (Schwitzgebel & Cushman, 2015). And even if 
experts are subject to different situational factors than non-experts, there is 
reason to doubt that this implies that their judgments are more accurate, 
which is what matters for current objection (Tobia et al., 2013). Of course, 
one might reasonably disagree that moral philosophers have expert status 
when it comes to morality (perhaps because one is skeptical about the notion 
of moral experts in the first place). That perspective supports our point. If it is 
unclear that there are other groups or individuals whom we can reasonably 
expect to be free from the influence of situational factors (whether that is 
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because of their expert status, or for some other reason), then we have reason 
to believe that situational factors pose a serious obstacle for moral progress. 
Hence, the influence of situational factors makes trouble even for undemand-
ing interpretations of end-point views of moral progress.

5. Conclusion

Empirical research has documented that morally irrelevant situational fac-
tors pervasively influence moral judgments. The essay has shown that the 
currently dominant accounts of moral progress entail that this situation 
hinders moral progress.

This finding is significant for two main reasons. First, the finding is based 
on a pervasive, empirically confirmed fact about moral judgments. Insofar 
as the argument of this paper is correct, the paper prescribes a clear way 
forward to making moral progress: by gaining more control over our moral 
judgments. How this is to be accomplished is an exciting question in 
particular with a view to the (detrimental) influence of situational factors 
‘one level up’ when we think about debiasing and control strategies. This 
question should be addressed with a view to education, public discourse, 
and psychology.

Second, the paper suggests a further implication that might give rise to an 
interesting line of research. The relevance of situational influences on our 
moral judgments is often taken to undermine the reliability of moral judg-
ments. We have no reason to suppose, the argument goes, that our moral 
judgments are capable of tracking the moral truth (in whatever form), given 
the pervasive influence of morally irrelevant situational factors. Insofar as 
some of the most prominent accounts of moral progress may be shown to 
rely on a normative theory, the psychological challenge might imply that our 
epistemic access to judging whether moral progress occurred is less than 
optimal.

Notes

1. Anderson (2014); E.g., Appiah (2009).
2. The claim is that making better moral judgments at least means to achieve what 

Moody-Adams has dubbed ‘local moral progress.’ Whether it also constitutes global 
moral progress, which indicates progress across (virtually) all subdomains of moral 
concerns and aspects of moral functioning, would require a more comprehensive 
treatment of the notion of moral progress that cannot be delivered in this paper 
(Moody-Adams, 1999, p. 169).

3. Recent forms of populism in public discourse seem aptly characterized by the view of 
moral progress at issue in this paper. The quality of public discourse starts to erode 
when people increasingly respond to illegitimate influences that sway their judgments 
instead of forming their beliefs based on processes that track the truth. For example, 
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when politicians tout punitive tariffs, voters’ positive evaluation of the proposal is 
often guided by nationalist sentiments rather than proper economic analysis Caplan 
(2008). Similarly, when people consider immigration policies, their judgment is easily 
clouded by fear or group affiliation Achen and Bartels (2016). The problem here is not 
emotional influence per se; indeed emotions are required for sound judgment in very 
many cases cf. Roeser (2014), but that factors that have nothing to do with the truth 
cloud people’s judgments.

4. Do we see things differently, i.e., do we not see the irrelevant factors anymore, or are 
we just able to control for situational factors better? Both views are possible, and both 
are compatible with the view insofar as the moral judgment is ultimately correct. As 
will become clear in section 2, the empirical evidence suggests that people will have to 
control for situational factors, hence I will be talking of the control requirement.

5. Looking at the process-related conception of moral progress, we can distinguish two 
broad families of views: endpoint views and functionalist views. There are perspec-
tive-dependent criteria, too, of course, but here we will assume that they cannot 
deliver a viable criterion of moral progress. This is a controversial assumption, but 
one that seems warranted in the present context. To see why, consider 
a prototypical perspective-dependent criterion of moral progress: state 
A represents progress over state B insofar as A is preferred by some individual, or 
group, over B. The problem with such views is not (only) that they introduce 
a raging subjectivism into the notion of moral progress. The decisive problem is 
that they align progress with preference and the latter need not be fixed. Hence, 
state A does and does not constitute progress over state B, depending on the judging 
individual or group, which is not very illuminating. Apart from perspective- 
dependent views, there are then two main families of views about moral progress: 
end-point views and functionalist views.

6. Some authors have also mentioned quantitative criteria as a separate type of account 
of moral progress; e.g., Musschenga and Meynen (2017) Examples of quantitative 
criteria are the number of right actions or the increase of the correlation between 
moral judgments and moral actions. However, these criteria are only derivatively 
quantitative: they rely on a substantive criterion about the unit of measurement. We 
need to know, in other words, what right actions are to use quantitative criteria, hence 
they can be subsumed under substantive criteria.

7. The end-point view of course raises metaethical questions and appears to reduce to 
a questions about the plausibility of moral realism: are these moral facts compatible 
with an acceptable metaphysics and epistemology? The problems of end-point views 
are not, however, a concern of this paper.

8. Our conception of endpoint views is undemanding, for the purposes of this paper, as 
a concession to proponents of the possibility of moral progress. If only one indivi-
dual’s correct moral judgments would already constitute moral progress, proponents 
of the possibility of moral progress have an easier case to prove compared to the 
(more plausible, but more demanding) requirement that a sufficient number of 
individuals must repeatedly and reliably make correct moral judgments across time. 
We return to this point in section 4 below.

9. To forestall the objection that agent-neutral reasons do not ultimately depend on 
a specific normative theory, consider that agent-neutral reasons exist only if you 
believe that the choice between saving your daughter or saving a bishop from 
a burning house just depends on the consequences of either act and that your personal 
relation with your daughter plays no role on this conception. Hence, Nagel is 
committed to a substantive normative theory, too.
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10. There is a special problem for substantive views, of course, that has to do with 
incommensurability. The objective list views of moral progress that are exemplary 
of these kinds of views might indeed include values or aims that are positively 
evaluated by all moral theories; the question, of course, is whether all values can be 
realized to the fullest at the same time and what to do if value conflicts arise. Given the 
ongoing discussion of ethical dilemmas, it may be that proponents of substantive 
views have to settle for local views of moral progress since there will be incommen-
surability and dilemmatic trade-offs at the global level.

11. Thanks to an anonymous referee for prompting us to clarify these points.
12. The dilemma can be found in the supplementary material of Greene et al. (2001), 

available at http://science.sciencemag.org/content/suppl/2001/09/13/293.5537.2105. 
DC1.

13. Greene emphasizes that these judgments are merely characteristically utilitarian; 
Greene (2014).

14. Of course, there could be a theory that explains why you should act in the switch case 
but not in the push case, but there is not.
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