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The Dyadic Harm Template: How a Single Schema Generates Moral Judgment

In the early 1990s, the social psychologist Jonathan Haidt began showing people a story. Two adult siblings, on holiday together, decide to have sex once, consensually, with contraception, in private. Neither is harmed. Neither regrets it. They keep the experience to themselves and grow closer afterward. Is what they did wrong?

Around eighty percent of people say yes, immediately and firmly. Then Haidt asks why. And here the responses become interesting. People cite harm, then retract it when reminded there was no harm. They cite social consequences, then admit those consequences never materialized. They cite psychological damage, then acknowledge the story explicitly rules that out. One by one, the stated reasons collapse — and yet the judgment doesn’t. People are left saying, essentially, “I know it’s wrong, I just can’t explain why.” Haidt called this phenomenon moral dumbfounding: the experience of moral certainty without accessible moral reasoning.

Moral dumbfounding is not a malfunction. It is a clue about the architecture of the human moral system — a system that generates verdicts fast and backwards, and constructs justifications afterward. Understanding what that system is, how it works, and why it is tuned the way it is requires getting underneath the level of moral reasoning to the level of moral cognition.


From Reasoning to Intuition to Template

The dominant framework in moral psychology for most of the twentieth century was cognitive-developmental: Lawrence Kohlberg and Jean Piaget argued that morality was fundamentally about reasoning, and that moral development meant progressing through stages of increasingly sophisticated logical analysis of justice and rights. On this view, an adult’s moral judgment about an action should be, in principle, articulable — a conclusion reachable by explicit steps from clear premises.

The dumbfounding experiments effectively ended that program, or at least its dominance. If people confidently hold moral views they cannot justify, then reasoning cannot be the primary mechanism of moral judgment. Jonathan Haidt’s Social Intuitionist Model, proposed around 2001, offered the alternative: moral judgments are fast, automatic, affectively driven responses to social situations. Reasoning is largely confabulation — the post-hoc construction of justifications for verdicts already reached by a faster, less articulable process.

This intuitionist turn spawned Moral Foundations Theory (MFT), developed by Haidt with Jesse Graham and others. MFT argued that the human moral mind is not a single reasoning engine but a collection of innate modules — “taste receptors” for different moral domains. The proposed foundations were Care/Harm, Fairness/Cheating, Loyalty/Betrayal, Authority/Subversion, and Sanctity/Degradation. Different cultures and political groups weighted these foundations differently: liberals relied heavily on Care and Fairness; conservatives used all five, including Loyalty, Authority, and Sanctity, which liberals tended to discount. MFT had real explanatory power. It could account for why two people looking at the same action reach opposite moral conclusions without either being irrational.

The Dyadic Theory of Morality (TDM), developed by Kurt Gray, Daniel Wegner, and Chelsea Schein, accepts the intuitionist premise entirely but challenges the pluralist conclusion. The five foundations, TDM argues, are not distinct cognitive organs. They are cultural taxonomies for varieties of a single underlying perception: harm. The moral mind does not have five taste buds. It has one smoke detector.



The Architecture of the Dyad

The TDM rests on a prior finding about how humans perceive minds. Social cognition research shows that people attribute “mindedness” to other entities along two independent dimensions. The first is Agency: the capacity to do and intend, encompassing self-control, planning, judgment, and deliberate action. The second is Experience: the capacity for sensation and feeling, including pain, pleasure, fear, hunger, and emotional vulnerability.

These two dimensions map onto two distinct moral roles. A Moral Agent is an entity with sufficient agency to be held responsible for its actions — capable of doing right or wrong, culpable for outcomes it caused. A Moral Patient is an entity with sufficient experience to be worthy of moral protection — capable of suffering or benefiting from what others do to it.

The moral dyad is the cognitive template formed by these two roles: an intentional Agent acting upon a vulnerable Patient. In shorthand, it is the structure [Agent causes harm to Patient]. TDM’s central claim is that this template is the essence of moral judgment. When we encounter a social situation and experience the fast, automatic verdict of “wrong,” we are registering a match — however partial or indirect — between that situation and the dyadic template.

A particularly important finding within this framework is what Gray calls “moral typecasting”: agents and patients are perceived as mutually exclusive. Perceiving someone as a robust moral agent — a saint, a hero, a high-status achiever — simultaneously reduces our perception of them as a suffering patient. Perceiving someone as a victim raises their experiential status but tends to reduce their perceived agency. This has observable social consequences. People express greater willingness to inflict pain on those classified as agents (good-doers) than on those classified as patients (sufferers), because agents seem, by the typecasting logic, less capable of genuine hurt. The perpetrator of a crime appears, in the immediate moral intuition, as pure agency without vulnerability. The victim appears as pure vulnerability without agency. Interestingly, the same logic applies in reverse: organizations and corporations are perceived as high-agency entities, which is why people feel morally entitled to treat them more harshly than individuals — the corporate form strips away experiential moral patienthood, leaving only agency-and-therefore-accountability.



The Three Mechanisms

Three cognitive processes govern how the dyadic template operates in practice.

The first is Dyadic Comparison: an act is evaluated by comparing it to the prototypical dyadic structure. The more closely an action resembles an intentional agent causing suffering to a vulnerable patient, the more intensely and automatically it registers as immoral. Murder, assault, and theft sit at the canonical center of this space. They require no deliberation; their immorality is immediate because they are near-perfect instantiations of the template.

The second, and more interesting, mechanism is Dyadic Completion: the mind’s automatic tendency to fill in a missing piece of the dyad when only one piece is present. Because the template requires both an agent and a patient, an incomplete moral situation feels psychologically unstable. If someone is perceived as blameworthy — as an agent who has done something wrong — the mind automatically infers a victim somewhere, even if none is immediately apparent. This is how “victimless crimes” generate genuine moral outrage. When people condemn a woman for cleaning her bathroom floor with a flag bearing the national emblem, there is no person being hurt. But the cognitive system, activated by the wrongness signal, projects a patient: “society,” “the national spirit,” “future generations who will be disrespected by this precedent.” These are not cynical rhetorical moves. They are sincere confabulations produced by a template that cannot remain half-filled.

The reverse process also operates. Inexplicable suffering — a patient without an agent — triggers a search for a perpetrator. This is the psychological mechanism behind the tendency to blame God, spirits, malevolent outgroups, or abstract forces for natural disasters. The suffering is real. The template demands a cause with intentionality attached. This also explains what the researchers call “the paradox of tragedy”: when bad things happen to good people with no obvious perpetrator, onlookers often impute blame to the victim — a mechanism superficially resembling cruelty but actually reflecting the template’s insistence on finding an agent somewhere in the picture.

The third mechanism is the Dyadic Loop: the bidirectional reinforcement between perceived harm and moral judgment. Harm causes an act to be judged as immoral; judging an act as immoral causes us to perceive it as more harmful. This loop explains moral acquisition — how we learn what is wrong — and moral escalation. When an authority figure (a parent, a priest, a political leader) labels an act as wrong, the listener’s mind searches for the harm in that act. Through repeated exposure, the act becomes “harmified”: associated with real suffering through learned association, until the judgment becomes intuitive and self-sustaining. Social media accelerates this loop. As a group iteratively moralizes an issue, the perceived harm attached to it grows, the judgments intensify, and the targets seem increasingly monstrous — not because anything changed about the act, but because the loop has been running in a high-iteration environment.



The Prototype Structure of Wrongness

Dyadic Comparison works through what the cognitive psychologist Eleanor Rosch, in a different context, called prototype effects. Rosch’s research in the 1970s on natural categories demonstrated that category membership is not binary but graded. People don’t simply classify something as a bird or not a bird; they judge some birds as more “birdy” than others. A robin is a prototypical bird — small, feathered, sings, flies, builds nests. A penguin is technically a bird but scores low on prototypicality. An ostrich is somewhere in between. Judgments about typical category members are faster, more confident, and made with less deliberation than judgments about peripheral members.

Applied to moral cognition, the prototype effect produces a specific and testable prediction: moral condemnation should form a gradient radiating outward from a canonical harm prototype, with speed of judgment, emotional intensity, and conviction all decreasing as acts depart further from the prototypical structure. The evidence supports this precisely. People are fastest and most confident when condemning premeditated violence — the most canonical instantiation of [intentional agent, maximum harm, maximally vulnerable patient]. Response times and conviction levels degrade progressively as prototype distance increases: assault without weapon, theft without contact, deception without financial loss, rudeness, thoughtlessness, and finally the “harmless wrongs” zone where people experience genuine uncertainty and are prone to dumbfounding.

The practical implication is that moral condemnation is sensitive to the framing of who the agent is, how intentional their action was, and how vulnerable the patient appears — not because these are mere rhetorical strategies but because they directly alter the prototype match score. A lawyer arguing that a corporation did not intend the harm is not disputing facts; they are reducing the agent’s perceived intentionality and thereby the strength of the dyadic match. Advocacy organizations that depict their cause in terms of specific, named, visually vulnerable individuals are doing the same thing in reverse: maximizing the patienthood signal to pull the situation closer to prototype and thereby intensify the moral response.

Prototype effects also resolve one of the harder objections to TDM: the finding that people sometimes condemn the action itself rather than its outcome — the action-aversion effect. In trolley-problem variants, people resist pulling a lever that would kill one person to save five but resist even more strongly physically pushing someone off a bridge to achieve the same outcome, even though both acts produce the same body count. The standard objection is that this proves an independent “action property” module beyond harm-judgment. The prototype account offers an alternative: physically pushing someone off a bridge is itself a high-scoring prototype match for the dyadic template in a way that pulling a lever is not. The physical violence, the bodily contact, the interpersonal directness are all features of the canonical harm prototype. The condemnation does not come from a separate module but from the act’s own visual and physical properties triggering a strong template match, independent of the outcome calculation.



The Smoke Detector

The evolutionary foundation of TDM draws on Randolph Nesse’s Smoke Detector Principle. Evolved protective systems, Nesse argued, are not calibrated for accuracy but for the asymmetric cost structure of errors. A smoke detector that fails to go off during a house fire is catastrophically costly. A smoke detector that goes off when you burn toast is merely annoying. Natural selection builds smoke detectors, not truth-seekers.

Apply this logic to harm detection in the ancestral social environment. Failing to identify a real threat — an ally who was secretly defecting, a group member planning violence, an outsider with hostile intentions — could mean death or reproductive failure. Incorrectly identifying a harmless act as threatening cost, at most, some unnecessary social friction and a ruined dinner. Given this asymmetry, natural selection should have produced a moral mind heavily biased toward over-detection: one that fires the “wrong” signal even when the situation is ambiguous, even when harm is absent, even when the “victim” has to be invented.

This is the TDM explanation for Haidt’s dumbfounding results. When someone condemns consensual incest between adults who suffer no consequences, they are not malfunctioning. Their smoke detector has fired. The norm violation itself — the “surprisal” of an unexpected, categorically unusual act — triggers the negative affect associated with harm. The dyadic template activates. Because no actual patient is available, Dyadic Completion manufactures one. The person ends up with a sincere conviction of wrongness backed by a confabulated justification, which is exactly what the dumbfounding interviews reveal.

The smoke detector framing also connects to the evolutionary logic of cooperation. Other evolutionary frameworks, notably the Morality-as-Cooperation approach developed at Oxford, argue that morality evolved as a set of biological and cultural solutions to coordination problems: kin altruism, mutualism, conflict resolution, and hierarchy negotiation. TDM integrates this by suggesting that all these cooperative problems are fundamentally problems of agent-patient interaction — the question of who is doing something to whom, with what intention, and at whose expense. The dyadic template is the computational shorthand that lets the cooperating brain quickly categorize any social situation in those terms.



The Constructionist Account: How Norms Become Harm

A key distinction between TDM and modular theories like MFT concerns what the mind is actually doing when it condemns a “purity” or “authority” violation. MFT’s answer is that a specific innate module fires. TDM’s constructionist answer is that all moral judgments are assembled from domain-general psychological ingredients — norm violation, negative affect, and crucially perceived harm — with no need to postulate dedicated modules.

In this constructionist framework, harm is not a mere side-effect of moral emotion but its essential mediator. Norm violations by themselves produce “surprisal” — a prediction error signal that something unexpected has occurred. This surprisal generates negative affect. But negative affect alone is not yet a moral judgment: people feel negative affect about bad weather and spoiled food without condemning anyone. What transforms negative affect into moral condemnation is the further inference that harm has been done. TDM identifies two routes to this inference.

The first is direct harm perception: physically witnessing injury or suffering. This is the most cognitively immediate form — it fires the template directly and requires no inference work.

The second is indirect harm perception: an act that violates or destroys something the community has granted moral patienthood. Sacred objects, national symbols, social hierarchies, and religious institutions are not, strictly speaking, entities capable of suffering. But communities that have invested these things with high moral value treat them as if they were experiential patients capable of being harmed. When the flag is desecrated, the nation is wounded. When the ritual is mocked, God is offended. When the hierarchy is challenged, the social order suffers. These are not irrational responses; they are the output of a system that has extended the patient role to culturally important abstractions, making a full dyadic structure available for norm violations that involve no physical hurt.

This indirect route explains the entire domain of “purity” and “authority” morality without requiring independent modules. The violations are real violations; the harm they trigger is psychologically real harm. The difference from direct harm is that the patient is an abstraction rather than a person — which is why these moral reactions are more culturally variable, more amenable to argument, and more likely to dissolve on contact with cosmopolitan exposure than reactions to direct interpersonal violence.



Monism Versus Pluralism

The central empirical dispute between TDM and MFT is whether moral cognition is architecturally one thing or many. The question matters for understanding both where moral judgments come from and how they might be changed.

The case for TDM’s monism rests on several lines of evidence. Across cultures and political orientations, harm is the most universally prioritized and most intuitively weighted moral violation — more heavily weighted than purity, loyalty, or authority even among conservatives who endorse all of MFT’s foundations. Harm is the currency in which ideologically different groups negotiate even their most intractable disagreements: the abortion conflict is not a clash between people who care about harm and people who don’t, but between two groups with different answers to “who is the patient?” — the fetus, or the woman? This framing makes moral dialogue across ideological divides at least structurally possible. The neuroscience evidence also fits the monist view: brain regions recruited in moral judgment are largely domain-general networks for reward learning, mental-state attribution, and salience processing rather than specialized moral modules.

The case for pluralism draws on evidence that is harder to explain away. The objection that cuts deepest is not the emotional-signatures argument or the neural-separability evidence but a more fundamental methodological challenge: TDM may be unfalsifiable as a scientific theory.

The structure of the problem is this. TDM claims that when people condemn “harmless wrongs,” they are unconsciously generating phantom victims through Dyadic Completion. The evidence for this claim is that people, when pressed, do report perceiving harm — harm to society, harm to the sacred order, harm to future generations, harm to abstract entities. TDM takes these reports as confirmation. But the objection is that this creates a circular evidential structure: the theory predicts that people will perceive harm in any condemned act, and uses the fact that people report perceiving harm as confirmation. There is no obvious outcome that would disconfirm the theory. Whatever harm rationale a person offers, TDM can accommodate it. If they offer no harm rationale at all, TDM says Dyadic Completion was operating below conscious awareness. The theory explains everything and therefore, strictly speaking, predicts nothing.

The standard TDM response is that the dumbfounding protocol breaks this circularity. Haidt’s procedure doesn’t merely ask “do you see harm?” — it presents a scenario explicitly designed to eliminate all plausible harms, systematically walks subjects through each proffered justification until they retract it, and then observes that the moral conviction persists despite successful refutation of every stated reason. It is the persistence after refutation that the theory is explaining, not the initial report of harm. This is a stronger evidential constraint than a simple perception survey.

But the response is not fully satisfying. The dumbfounding results are equally consistent with MFT’s claim that certain moral foundations simply do not respond to harm-based arguments. A conservative who condemns consensual incest on sanctity grounds is not going to retract that judgment when you point out there was no harm — not because Dyadic Completion is manufacturing a phantom victim, but because the sanctity foundation is not indexed to harm at all. The argument about harm never had purchase on the condemnation to begin with, so its refutation changes nothing. Dumbfounding is exactly what you would expect under either theory.

The falsifiability problem deepens when you examine TDM’s treatment of indirect harm. Direct harm perception — witnessing physical injury — cannot explain the condemnation of flag desecration or blasphemy, so TDM introduces a second route: acts that destroy entities granted moral patiency by their community (sacred objects, national symbols, social hierarchies). But what determines which entities receive moral patiency, and why do communities differ? TDM’s answer is essentially cultural: different groups extend patiency to different abstractions based on their traditions. This is plausible, but it means the theory’s predictions are conditional on independently knowing a community’s patiency assignments in advance. Without a separate account of what gets granted patiency and why, TDM cannot predict in advance which acts will be condemned in a given culture. It can only explain, after the fact, why the condemned acts were condemned — which is precisely the structure of a non-falsifiable theory.

To be fair, this is not a problem unique to TDM. Most theories in moral psychology — including MFT — share some version of it. Post-hoc explanation is the endemic methodological challenge of the field. But TDM’s monistic ambitions make it more exposed to the objection: a theory that claims to unify all of moral psychology under a single mechanism carries a heavier explanatory burden than a pluralist theory that is allowed to invoke different mechanisms for different domains. Pluralists also point to the qualitatively distinct emotional signatures of different moral violations: sanctity violations trigger physical disgust and a desire for purification that is phenomenologically different from the reaction to a physical assault, and treating both as “varieties of harm perception” may be accurate at one level of description while concealing a real functional difference at another.

A 2026 study using mechanistic decomposition of large language models added a different kind of evidence to the pluralist side. By identifying sparse features within the internal representations of language models, researchers found that moral concepts corresponding to MFT’s foundations occupied geometrically separable linear axes. The foundations had distinct spatial identities in the model’s representational space, and steering the model along specific axes produced predictable foundation-relevant changes in output. The fact that pluralistic moral structure emerges as a latent statistical regularity of human language — not just as a theoretical postulate but as a measurable geometric property — suggests that if the foundations are not distinct mental organs, they are at minimum distinct semantic attractors with enough stability to be computationally separable.

The resolution most consistent with the current evidence is that TDM and MFT are describing different levels of the same system. The underlying computational process — the smoke detector, the dyadic template, the harm-matching operation — may be genuinely monistic and universal. But the cultural and linguistic categories that have developed for different varieties of harm-triggering norm violations have become semantically distinct enough to function as quasi-independent. Whether you call that pluralism or a differentiated monism is partly a definitional dispute.



What the Evidence from 2024 and 2025 Shows

A 2024 study called “Values in Context” tested whether the moral foundations actually predict moral conviction — the firm belief that an attitude is genuinely right or wrong rather than merely preferred — consistently across different political issues. MFT would predict that a given foundation predicts conviction for people who rely on it: conservatives relying on the liberty foundation should show strong conviction on liberty-relevant issues. What the study found was messier. The relationship between foundations and conviction was inconsistent across issues: the liberty foundation predicted conviction for conservatives on economic issues but was actually negatively associated with conviction on abortion. This is the behavior expected from a constructionist system where moral values are assembled differently depending on the issue, not from a system of fixed modular switches.

Perceived harm was the most consistent and unique predictor of moral conviction for liberals across all issues tested — direct empirical support for the primacy of the harm-based dyad in forming the deepest, most resistant moral beliefs.

A 2025 Annual Review of Psychology synthesis proposed a resolution to what it called the “harm paradox”: anthropological research documents enormous variation in what different cultures condemn, while cognitive science finds striking cross-cultural similarities in the underlying processes of moral judgment. The synthesis posits that the process is universal — the same dyadic template operating in every human mind — but the informational assumptions fed into that template are culturally variable. Tibetan Buddhists who condemn gossip are not using a different cognitive module from American conservatives who condemn abortion. They are using the same harm-detection template with different local assumptions about what constitutes a patient and what constitutes harm. Gossip is morally condemned in Tibetan Buddhist communities because it is understood to destroy community harmony — a social fabric that has been granted the kind of moral patienthood that makes its violation a genuine harm. American conservatives who treat the fetus as a moral patient are running exactly the same cognitive operation with a different patient assignment.

This “informational assumptions” framing dissolves the anthropological puzzle without abandoning the monistic claim. The variation is real; it is just variation in input parameters rather than variation in the cognitive system processing them.



The Practical Upshot

If TDM is substantially correct, then understanding moral conflict requires asking not “what values are in conflict?” but “who are each side’s agent and patient?” Every moral disagreement is a disagreement about the structure of a harm claim. The two sides are not talking past each other because they use different cognitive systems; they are talking past each other because they have populated the same cognitive structure with different actors.

This reframing has a concrete implication for moral persuasion. Abstract arguments about principles are processed by the reasoning system, which, as Haidt demonstrated, is largely post-hoc and resistant to revision through logical pressure. Stories about specific patients suffering at the hands of specific agents are processed by the dyadic template directly — they trigger the moral emotion rather than arguing with the moral conclusion. This is why individual narratives of harm move public opinion in ways that statistical evidence rarely does: statistics are propositions; narratives are template-matches. Prototype theory adds a further prediction: the most effective narratives are those that maximize the prototypicality of the harm claim — clearly intentional agents, maximally vulnerable patients, direct causation, vivid and physical harm. Abstract or statistical harm claims sit far from the prototype and trigger weaker moral responses regardless of their severity in aggregate terms.

The same mechanism explains why moral polarization can accelerate without any new information entering the system. The dyadic loop running in a high-iteration environment — a social network where the same transgression is repeatedly moralistically discussed, condemned, and elaborated — progressively “harmifies” the act and “agents” the perpetrators, inflating both the perceived wrongness and the perceived monstrous agency of those responsible. The process is self-sustaining and requires no external input. It is a feature of the architecture, not a product of bad actors.



The debate between TDM and MFT is unlikely to resolve cleanly, because it is partly a debate about what level of description is most useful for different purposes. For explaining why a particular culture condemns a particular act, the pluralist framework offers more traction. For explaining why the human moral sense is calibrated toward hair-trigger sensitivity, why victimless acts generate genuine outrage, why moral convictions resist rational revision, and why moral conflicts are so difficult to resolve through argument, the dyadic framework is considerably more powerful. Both frameworks are probably partially right. The interesting question is which architecture does the primary work, and the current balance of evidence suggests it is the simpler one: one template, one smoke detector, looking for the same structure in every situation it scans.
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