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Intelligent Automaticity in Moral Judgment and Decision-Making 
 

Is conscious reflection necessary for good moral judgment and decision-making? Recent 
empirical work in moral psychology has led to significant philosophical attention to this question 
in the last decade. I argue that conscious reflection is not necessary for good moral judgment and 
decision-making. I explain how good moral intuition can develop from implicitly acquired moral 
values, bypassing deliberative processes.  

   

In the first chapter, I begin with a summary of the now widely discussed challenge to the 
traditional view of moral judgment and decision-making by Jonathan Haidt (2001). While many 
theorists think of moral judgment and decision-making as deliberative, Haidt argues that it is in 
fact more reactive: an individual has a gut response to a moral situation and immediately forms a 
judgment from that intuition. We typically utilize reasoning or reflection, Haidt argues, only 
when asked to justify our judgments after the fact. While Haidt’s work is empirically focused, he 
in large part intends for it to be a challenge to the traditional theory and norms in philosophy.  
The following are the three primary responses to Haidt’s challenge: 

 

1. Reject Haidt’s Claim as False. On this response, one argues that Haidt’s challenge fails 
because it is descriptively or empirically false. Haidt uses empirical data to show that we do 
not make moral judgments according to a rationalist ideal. This justifies, on his view, a 
rejection of our current theories and the consideration of a new theory of moral judgments, 
grounded in social and cultural norms. One could argue, however, that Haidt’s data does not 
show that we fail to make moral judgments according to the rationalist ideal. If Haidt’s 
descriptive challenge fails, he gives no reason to reconsider philosophical descriptive or 
normative theory.  

2. Reject the Normative Significance of Haidt’s Analysis. Here, one argues that Haidt’s 
empirical data does not matter normatively. In other words: normative ideals do not need to 
be altered by the empirical data Haidt presents. As long as it is still possible for us to 
manifest the rationalist ideal, we should continue to strive for that ideal. Haidt has only 
shown that it is very difficult to reach this standard, which is so much the worse for us. 

3. Embrace Automaticity. Here, one takes up Haidt’s call to further explore the nature and 
philosophical implications of automaticity. Given the evidence that we operate very 
differently from the ideal established by moral rationalism, we can use this as an opportunity 
to think about the value of the standard in the first place. In doing so, one might argue that 
the rationalist standard of good moral judgment-making is problematic, and hence ought to 
be replaced with a new normative standard.  
 

In this dissertation, I explore and evaluate each of these responses. In Chapter Two, I consider 
various arguments for the claim that Haidt’s challenge fails at the empirical level. In Chapter 
Three, I review arguments for the claim that Haidt’s challenge does not require revision of our 
normative ideals. I argue that both groups of arguments fail. This, then, warrants an exploration 
of the idea that the normative theory in philosophy needs to be evaluated. In Chapter Four, I 
offer my own normative theory of moral judgment and decision-making that takes into account 
the considerations raised in Chapters 2 and 3. Specifically, I argue that intuitive judgments 
motivated by implicitly held values make many of our automatic responses normative. In 
Chapter 5, I consider and reply to possible objections to my account. 


