From This American Life Episode #336, “Who Can You Save?”  (starts at 5:05)
Robert Krulwich

Everybody knows that sometimes you feel something is right, sometimes you feel something is wrong. We want to know-- where does that feeling begin? Where does it come from? How old is it?

Jad Abumrad

Can we get started, please?

Robert Krulwich

OK, OK. I was just going on a bit.

Jad Abumrad

Why don't we start with two morality thought experiments? Are you with me?

Robert Krulwich

Begrudgingly, yes.

Jad Abumrad

This is a famous problem. It's been floating around forever. There are two parts to this problem. And you're going to have to make a choice at the end of each one.

Robert Krulwich

Each one-- what? You mean you're going to tell me a story?

Jad Abumrad

Yeah, I'm going to tell you a story. And you're going to make a choice. Part one, you ready?

Robert Krulwich

Yeah.

Jad Abumrad

All right. You're near some train tracks. Go there in your mind. There are five workers on the tracks, working. They've got their backs turned to the trolley which is coming in the distance.

Robert Krulwich

You mean they're repairing the tracks.

Jad Abumrad

They are repairing the tracks.

Robert Krulwich

This is unbeknownst to them, the trolley is approaching?

Jad Abumrad

They don't see it. You can't shout to them. And if you do nothing, here's what will happen. [FIVE PEOPLE SCREAMING AS A TRAIN HITS THEM] Five workers will die.

Robert Krulwich

Oh my God! That was a horrible experience. I don't want that to happen to them.

Jad Abumrad

No you don't. But you have a choice. You can do A, nothing. Or B, it so happens next to you is a lever. Pull the lever and the trolley will jump onto some side tracks where there is only one person working. [ONE PERSON SCREAMING AS A TRAIN HITS HIM]

Robert Krulwich

So if the trolley goes on the second track, it will kill the one guy.

Jad Abumrad

Yeah, so there's your choice. Do you kill one man by pulling a lever? Or do you kill five men by doing nothing?
*** Pause here for 1st discussion.
Robert Krulwich

Well, I'm going to pull the lever.

Jad Abumrad

Naturally. All right. Here's part two. You're standing near some train tracks. Five guys are on the tracks, just as before. And there is the trolley coming like before.

Robert Krulwich

I hear the train coming. The same five guys are working on the track?

Jad Abumrad

Same five guys.

Robert Krulwich

Backs to the train? They can't see it?

Jad Abumrad

Yeah, yeah. Exactly. However, I'm going to make a couple of changes. Now you're standing on a foot bridge that passes over the tracks. You're looking down onto the tracks. There's no lever anywhere to be seen. Except next to you, there is a guy.

Robert Krulwich

What do you mean there's a guy?

Jad Abumrad

A large guy, large individual standing next to you on the bridge, looking down with you over the tracks. And you realize, wait, I can save those five workers if I push this man, give him a little tap. [ONE PERSON SCREAMING AS HE FALLS FROM A BRIDGE] He'll land on the tracks, and--

Robert Krulwich

He stops the train!

Jad Abumrad

Right.
*** Pause here for 2nd discussion.
Robert Krulwich

Oh man, I'm not going to do that! I'm not going to do that.

Jad Abumrad

But surely you realize that the math is the same.

Robert Krulwich

You mean I'll save four people this way?

Jad Abumrad

Yeah.

Robert Krulwich

Yeah, but this time I'm pushing the guy. Are you insane? No.

Jad Abumrad

All right, here's the thing. If you ask people these questions-- and we did, starting with the first, is it OK to kill one man to save five using a lever-- 9 out of 10 people will say--

Person On Street 1

Yes.

Person On Street 2

Yes.

Person On Street 3

Yes.

Person On Street 4

Yes.

Person On Street 5

Yeah.

Jad Abumrad

But if you ask them, is it OK to kill one man to save five by pushing the guy, 9 out of 10 people will say--

Person On Street 1

No.

Person On Street 2

No. Never.

Person On Street 3

No.

Person On Street 4

No.

Jad Abumrad

It is practically universal.

Marc Hauser

Educational level, no effect. Male versus female, no effect.

Jad Abumrad

That's Marc Hauser, Professor at Harvard. He actually posed the trolley scenarios to hundreds of thousands of people on the internet and found the same thing. Everyone agrees. But then he took it a step further and asked them why? Why is murder-- because that's what it is-- why is murder OK when you're pulling a lever, but not OK when you're pushing the guy? And what he found is that consistently, people have no clue.
*** Pause for Quick Write 2.
Marc Hauser

People have no clue. They don't understand what drove their judgments, which were completely spontaneous and automatic and immediate. And once they appreciate the dilemma that they're now in, of lack of consistency, the whole thing basically begins to unravel.

Lady On Street

The pulling the lever to save the five, I don't know. That feels better than pushing the one to save the five. But I don't really know why. So there's a good moral quandary for you.

Robert Krulwich

And if, as we said in the beginning, having a moral sense is a unique and special human quality, then maybe we-- us two humans anyway, you and me-- should at least inquire as to why this happens. And I happened to have met somebody who has a hunch.

He's a young guy at Princeton University, wild curly hair, bit of mischief in his eye. His name is Josh Greene.

Josh Greene

Alrighty.

Robert Krulwich

And he spent the last few years trying to figure out where this inconsistency comes from.

Josh Greene

How do people make this judgment? Forget whether or not these judgments are right or wrong. Just what's going on in the brain that makes people distinguish so naturally and intuitively between these two cases, which from an actuarial point of view are very, very, very similar if not identical?

Robert Krulwich

Josh is, by the way, a philosopher and a neuroscientist. So this gives him special powers. He doesn't sort of sit back in a chair, smoke a pipe, and think, now why do you have these differences? He said, no, I would like to look inside people's heads. Because in our heads, we may find clues as to where these feelings of revulsion or acceptance come from. In our brains.

Josh Greene

So we're here in the control room. We basically just see--

Robert Krulwich

And it just so happens that in the basement of Princeton, there was this-- um, well--

Robert Krulwich

--big circular thing.

Josh Greene

Yeah, it looks kind of like an airplane engine.

Robert Krulwich

180,000-pound brain scanner. What Josh does is he invites people into this room, has them lie down on what is essentially a cot on rollers, and he rolls them into the machine. Their heads are braced so they're stuck in there.

Robert Krulwich

Have you ever done this?

Josh Greene

Oh, yeah. Yeah. Several times.

Robert Krulwich

And then he tells them stories. He tells them the same two trolley tales that you told before. And then at the very instant that they're deciding, whether I should push the lever or whether I should push the man, at that instant, the scanner snaps pictures of their brains. And what he found in those pictures was frankly a little startling. He showed us some.

Josh Greene

I'll show you some stuff. OK.

Robert Krulwich

The picture that I'm looking at is a brain looked at, I guess, from the top down?

Josh Greene

Yeah. It's the top down and sort of sliced like a deli slicer.

Robert Krulwich

And the first slide that he showed me was a human brain being asked the question, would you pull the lever? And the answer in most cases was yes.

Person On Street 6

Yeah, I'd pull the lever.

Robert Krulwich

When the brain's saying yes, you'd see little peanut-shaped spots of yellow.

Josh Greene

It's this little guy right here. And these two guys right there.

Robert Krulwich

The brain was being active in these places. And oddly enough, whenever people said yes--

Person On Street 1

Yes.

Person On Street 2

Yes.

Robert Krulwich

--to the lever question, the very same pattern lit up. Then he showed me another slide. This was a slide of a brain saying no--

Person On Street 2

No, I would not push the man.

Robert Krulwich

--I will not push the large man. And in this picture--

Robert Krulwich

This one we're looking at here, this--

--it was a totally different constellation of regions that lit up.

Robert Krulwich

--this is the no, no, no crowd?

Josh Greene

I think this is part of the no, no, no crowd.

Jad Abumrad

So when people answer yes to the lever question, there are places in their brain which glow?

Robert Krulwich

Right. But when they answer no, I will not push the man, then you get a completely different part of the brain lighting up.

Jad Abumrad

Even though the questions are basically the same?

Robert Krulwich

Mhm.

Jad Abumrad

Well, what does that mean? And what does Josh make of this?

Robert Krulwich

Well, he has a theory about this.

Josh Greene

Well, a theory not proven. But I think that this is what I think the evidence suggests.
*** Pause here for instructions.
With a partner, analyze how conflicting information is presented in this next section of the transcript.  Make notes on this transcript and answer these two questions:

Question 1: Describe Greene’s “warring tribes” theory of how your brain makes moral decisions.

Question 2: Where does Krulwich think that your sense of morality comes from?
Robert Krulwich

He suggests that the human brain doesn't hum along like one big unified system. Instead he says, maybe in your brain, in every brain, you'll find little, warring tribes, little sub-groups. One that is doing the logical counting kind of thing.

Josh Greene

You've got one part of the brain that says, huh, five lives versus one life? Wouldn't it be better to save five versus one?

Robert Krulwich

And that's the part that would glow when you answer yes, I'd pull the lever.

Man On Street 2

Yeah, I'll pull the lever.

Robert Krulwich

But there's this other part of the brain which really, really doesn't like personally killing another human being, and gets very upset at the fat man case, and shouts in effect--

Shouting Man 1

No!

Shouting Man 2

No!

Josh Greene

It understands it on that level, and says--

Shouting Man 1

No!

Shouting Man 2

No!

Josh Greene

--no, bad, don't do.

Lady On Street 1

No, I don't think I could push--

Lady On Street 2

No.

Lady On Street 3

No. Never.

Lady On Street 1

--a person.

Lady On Street 4

No.

Josh Greene

Instead of having one system that just sort of churns out the answer and bing, we have multiple systems that give different answers. And they duke it out. And hopefully, out of that competition comes morality.

Robert Krulwich

This is not a trivial discovery, that you struggle to find right and wrong depending upon what part of your brain is shouting the loudest. This is like bleachers morality.

Jad Abumrad

Do you buy this?

Robert Krulwich

Uh, you know, I just don't know. I've always kind of suspected that a sense of right and wrong is mostly stuff that you get from your mom and your dad and from experience, that it's culturally learned, for the most part. Josh is kind of a radical in this respect. He thinks it's biological, I mean deeply biological. That somehow we inherit from the deep past a sense of right and wrong that's already in our brains from the get-go, before mom and dad.
Independent Practice (Homework)

Quick Write 3: Do you buy this?
Compare your theory of how we make moral choices, which you explained in Quick Write 1, to Greene’s “warring tribes” theory or to Krulwich’s “Mom and Dad” theory.

Superstar challenge: 

To prove that your theory is correct, what questions would you have to answer?
What information would you need?
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