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Kahneman: Thinking Fast and Slow

Daniel Kahneman is a psychologist 
and economist, notable for his work 
on the psychology of judgement and 
decision-making and in behavioural 
economics, for which he was awarded 
a Nobel Memorial Prize in 2002 (which 
he says he would have shared with his 
collaborator, Amos Tversky, had Amos 
not died). His book Thinking, Fast and 
Slow summarises much of his research 
and sold more than 10 million copies 
within a year of publication.

Kahneman’s main claim is that our mind 
operates in two very different ways. It’s as 
if it contains two systems, System 1 and 
System 2. System 1 works automatically, 
quickly and effortlessly, facilitating 
routine tasks, and often resulting in 
thoughts that arise in us involuntarily. 
The operations of System 2, by contrast, 
are typically conscious and effortful, 
and are sometimes needed to correct 
the products of System 1. When we are 
driving on familiar roads, not in a hurry, 
and under normal traffic conditions, 

System 1 is in charge: We effortlessly 
negotiate the bends, the turns and the 
traffic lights without having to attend 
closely to what we are doing. Things are 
very different if it is rush hour, we are 
driving in a foreign city where they drive 
on the ‘wrong’ side of the road, and we 
are unsure of our route. Here, System 2 
will be active as we focus on the task and 
struggle with explicit thoughts about 
what signs to follow, efforts that may 
make us unable to continue an ordinary 
conversation.

Kahneman says that System 1 is essential 
to survival, in other animals as well as 
humans. Much of his research has been 
devoted to showing how it can mislead, 
even in simple situations. A famous 
example is the bat-and-ball problem: a 
bat and a ball together cost $1.10, and 
the bat costs a dollar more than the ball. 
How much does the ball cost? The easy 
and automatic System 1 may well make 
us think the answer is 10 cents. System 2 
requires rather more effort to correct this 
mistake.

Hume Against Reason

David Hume is best known as a 
philosopher, though he also wrote 
a substantial History of England, 
and contributed to the political and 
economic debates of his day. In his first 
major philosophical work, the Treatise 
on Human Nature, he made two attacks 
on the preeminence of Reason. One 
relates to action, concerning which he 
argued that ‘Reason is, and ought only 
to be, the slave of the passions’. This was 
a revolutionary thought in an era when 
Reason was frequently extolled as the 
source of all morality and religion.

The other attack on Reason, and the one 
in which his position closely resembles 
Kahneman’s, relates to beliefs about 
states of affairs we have not experienced, 
for example, what the future holds. 
Whereas it was customary in his era to 
try to account for these beliefs as based 
on Reason, Hume argued that this was 
impossible: Reason discovers what is 
logically necessary, whereas there is no 
logically necessary relation between the 
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In his best-selling book Thinking, Fast and Slow (2011), Daniel 
Kahneman distinguishes between two systems of thought: System 
1 involves fast, intuitive thinking, whereas System 2 is characterised 
as slow, reason-based thinking. More than two hundred years earlier, 
the philosopher, economist and historian David Hume made what 
Dr Mark Sainsbury (University of Texas at Austin) argues is a similar 
distinction. Like Kahneman, Hume proposed that much of our 
behaviour is determined in the first (fast) way rather than the second 
(slow) way. For both Hume and Kahneman, the upshot is that Reason 
plays a much less important role in our lives than is often thought. 
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past and the future. Instead, he claims that our expectations 
about the future are produced by what he refers to as Custom 
or habit: the habitual projection of observed regularities. It is 
Custom or habit, not Reason, that makes us expect the patterns 
we have already encountered to continue. 

Accordingly, for Hume, Reason plays a much smaller part in 
our lives than often supposed. Many cognitive activities often 
attributed to Reason need to be explained in terms of Custom 
and habit. 

Hume’s Prescience

Both Hume and Kahneman sought to explain how the mind 
processes information and how this affects action. Both 
identified two systems: Kahneman’s System 1 is similar to 
Hume’s Custom or habit, and his System 2 is similar to Hume’s 
Reason. Like Kahneman’s System 1, Hume’s Custom is fast, 
effortless, and operates independently of conscious control. 
Like Kahneman’s System 2, Hume’s Reason is typically under 
voluntary control but is slow and ‘laboured’.

Both Hume and Kahneman further propose that the more 
automatic, faster system is available to animals and to very 
young humans. Hume reminds us that birds engage in complex 
tasks like nest-building and raising chicks. We attribute this 
to instinct, and we should recognise that, in Hume’s words, 
Custom, too, is ‘a species of instinct or mechanical power’.

Hume did not denigrate Custom, nor does Kahneman 
denigrate System 1. For Hume, Custom is ‘the great guide of 
life’ and thus utterly essential to our survival and well-being. 
For Kahneman, System 1 is ‘the origin of most of what we do 
right’. Hume believed that Reason, by contrast, is an uncertain 
and untrustworthy guide, and Kahneman stresses how we can 
be misled by System 2. 

Hume’s Treatise of Human Nature is not only an important 
and pioneering philosophical work but also a contribution 
to psychology, anticipating recent work like Kahneman’s. 
He did indeed achieve the goal he stated in the subheading 

to his Treatise: ‘an attempt to introduce the experimental 
method of reasoning into moral subjects’. His conception of 
the ‘experimental method’ was very different from the modern 
conception: Hume relied largely on careful introspective 
reflection on his own mental activities. But he reached 
conclusions remarkably similar to those that, under the 
influence of scientists like Kahneman, are beginning to become 
standard today.

Forming a Better Understanding

Written some 250 years ago in the language of its day, Hume’s 
text requires careful exegesis, especially as his use of language 
is not always consistent. These are obstacles to establishing the 
thesis that Hume anticipated Kahneman. Dr Mark Sainsbury of 
the University of Texas at Austin has worked to overcome these 
obstacles by paying careful attention to the texts. For example, 
Hume uses the crucial word ‘Reason’ for different things, without 
warning, including ‘demonstrative’ reasoning (purely logical), 
‘probable reasoning’, ‘moral reasoning’ and ‘experimental 
reasoning’. These last three are all species of reasoning, in that 
they rely on explicit premises and conclusions, but they are not 
intended as demonstrative, only ‘probable’, as when one infers, 
from the premise that since one has heard church bells every 
Sunday one has lived here, that one will hear bells today also. If 
one considers the premise one might reason to the conclusion, 
or one might notice that an important premise is missing (that 
today is Sunday). Sometimes, however, one just forms an 
expectation with no explicit rehearsal of any premises, just by 
habit. In that case, Custom, not Reason, is at work.

Appreciating Hume’s Contribution

Kahneman’s view of the mind was substantiated by a large 
number of very clever and telling experiments using human 
subjects. Hume speaks of the ‘experimental method’, but 
conforming to the standard practice of his time, he conducted 
no such experiments. Nonetheless, their overall pictures of the 
nature of the mind are remarkably similar, justifying Sainsbury’s 
claim that Hume ‘…was hundreds of years ahead of his time’. 
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