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Abstract. The notion of ‘intuition’ is usually contrasted with rational
thought, thus motivating a differentiation between two kinds of processes
that are supposed to characterize human thinking, i.e. rational and ‘intu-
itive’ (immediate and non-argumentative) forms of judgment. Recently, the
notion of intuition has also played a leading role in cognitive studies on moral-
ity with the rise of so-called social intuitionism, according to which people’s
moral stances are culturally driven intuitions – i.e. they are quick, involuntary
and automatic responses driven by culturally and socially acquired principles
(see e.g. [42], [41] and [22]). Usually, intuitionism is presented as radically op-
posed to rationalistic views of morality according to which moral judgments
are the outcome of explicit reasoning. In this work we compare two differ-
ent hypotheses concerning the possible relationship between reasoning and
intuition: a ‘continuist interpretation’ (maintaining that intuitions and judg-
ments based on reasoning are produced by the same cognitive process) and
a ‘discontinuist interpretation’ (supporting the view that they are produced
by two different cognitive processes). We argue that a continuist interpreta-
tion appears more plausible than a discontinuist one and that the concepts
of ‘intuition’ and ‘reasoning’ are two facets of the same process which spans
from fast, immediate, and certain answer to slow, conscious and elaborate
judgments. According to this interpretation, moral judgments are produced
by the same kinds of inferences reasoning relies on, i.e. mostly deduction,
induction and abduction. Our analysis will show that to opt for a continuist
interpretation has many consequences for the way morality is explained from
a psychological point of view. Mainly, it challenges the idea of morality
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proposed by intuitionism, according to which moral intuitions are rigidly
driven by culturally learned principles.

Our reflections lead rather to the conclusion that the first and spontaneous
intuitions fully enculturated people may experience do not often express the
best moral judgment possible in a certain situation, but are rather the prod-
uct of the prejudices people inherit from their culture/subculture. This gives
rise to the conclusion that people are better guaranteed to form truly moral
judgments when they do not respond intuitively to morally relevant situa-
tions, but interrupt and override this automatic processing, moving on to a
controlled i.e. a rational process.

1 Introduction

The notion of ‘intuition’ has continued to be influential in the philosophical
tradition since the pre-Socratics. Over time, however, it has evolved tak-
ing on deeply different connotations. In contemporary philosophical studies,
intuition is viewed as an immediate, simple, passive, non-verbal procedure
of knowledge acquisition (see e. g. [43]). In cognitive science, this notion is
usually contrasted with rational thought, thus motivating a differentiation
between two kinds of processes that are supposed to characterize human
thinking, i.e. rational and ‘intuitive’ (i.e. immediate and non-argumentative)
forms of judgment1. Recently, intuition has also played a leading role in cog-
nitive studies on morality and moral sense, since it is considered an ideal
concept to describe the way in which people produce their moral judgments.

Within this dualistic view of moral judgment, it has been proposed that
people’s moral stances are culturally driven intuitions – i.e. that they con-
sist of quick, involuntary and automatic responses driven by culturally and
socially acquired principles (see e.g. [42], [41] and [22]) – and that these intu-
itions are the product of an innately programmed moral module in the brain
(see e.g. [28] and [30]). More precisely, intuitions are defined as “the sud-
den appearance in consciousness of a moral judgment, including an affective
valence (good-bad, like-dislike), without any conscious awareness of having
gone through steps of searching, weighing evidence, or inferring conclusions.
[...] One sees or hears about a social event and one instantly feels approval or
disapproval.” ([22] p. 818). At least according to Haidt’s social form of intu-
itionism, the good/bad evaluations produced by moral intuitions “are made
with respect to a set of virtues held to be obligatory by the culture or the
subculture.” ([22] p. 817)

Usually, intuitionism is presented as radically opposed to the previous
rationalistic view of morality (see e.g. [22], [23] and [24]) supported by a large
part of the classical philosophical studies and by the psychological tradition
that starts with Piaget and continues with Kohlberg and Turiel (see e.g. [47],
[35] and [55]), according to which moral judgments are the outcome of explicit

1 For an overview see e.g. [9].
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reasoning. Such reasoning is considered to be a form of conscious reflection
or of verbalized deliberation that proceeds slowly and with effort, weighing
up motives and principles.

Intuitionism tries to account for the fact that in order to form a moral
judgment people often do not reason about an issue or weigh up the different
aspects of a situation. Rather, their answer regarding the right thing to do
seems to come up immediately and spontaneously, and its content tends to
conform to the rules and the habits of the culture or group they belong to.
Indeed, this same evidence constitutes the starting point of many contempo-
rary cognitive theories about morality (like e.g. the Rawlsian and Humean
ones: see [4]). In this sense, intuitionism is surely right in saying that, to
be plausible, moral theories need to explain why moral judgments appear
(at least mostly) to be intuitive rather than reflective. Still, we think that
the concept of ‘intuition’ which intuitionism appeals to hasn’t been defined
precisely enough from the point of view of the cognitive processes that are
supposed to produce intuitions. The following questions need at least to be
investigated: What kind of process gives rise to intuitions? In what respect
does this cognitive process differ from the one that it is supposed to produce
reasoning?

In this work we compare two different hypotheses concerning the possible
relationship between reasoning and intuition. I.) On the one hand, we con-
sider the hypothesis that our intuitions (i.e. the fast and immediate answers
people produce in certain cases, without having doubts or being aware of
the reasons supporting them) and reasoning (the slow, reflective and often
beset by doubts form of thought people sometimes perform) are produced by
the same cognitive process, using the same kind of information. We will call
this a ‘continuist interpretation’ of the relationship between rationalism and
intuitionism. II) On the other hand, we will consider the idea that intuitions
and judgments based on reasoning are produced by two different kinds of
cognitive processes and therefore really do differ cognitively from each other,
as assumed by intuitionists. We will call this a ‘discontinuist interpretation’
of the relationship between rationalism and intuitionism. On the basis of
this comparison we will argue that a continuist interpretation appears more
plausible than a discontinuist one and that the concepts of ‘intuition’ and
of ‘reasoning’ do not cognitively differ, i.e. they do not refer to the outputs
of two different cognitive processes, but are two facets of the same process
which spans from fast, immediate and certain answer and to slow, conscious
and elaborate judgments. According to this interpretation, moral judgments
are produced by the same kinds of inferences reasoning relies on, i.e. mostly
deduction, induction and abduction.

This thesis concerns only moral judgments. In this sense it is not a claim
against dual theories or the massive modularity view outright, according to
which the mind works using two radically different systems or processing
mechanisms: a modular system, which works rapidly and automatically and
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a non modular system that produces complex, hypothetical and decontextu-
alized thought, which is flexible and able to reach high abstraction levels (see
e.g. [10], [48], [7] and [53]). However, as far as moral cognition is concerned,
the hypothesis we put forward here is surely incompatible with dual-system-
theories, but still compatible with more recent dual-processing-theories that
differentiate between various “types” or “levels” of processing, leaving open
the possibility that they might be generated by the same system ([8] and
[16]).

Our analysis will show that to opt for a continuist interpretation has many
consequences in terms of the way morality is explained from a psychological
point of view. Mainly, it challenges the idea of morality proposed by intu-
itionism, according to which moral intuitions are rigidly driven by culturally
learned principles, and to be morally virtuous simply means to be “fully
enculturated”, i.e. to have assimilated the moral principles of a culture or
subculture and to follow them slavishly. Our reflections lead rather to the
idea that the first and spontaneous intuitions fully enculturated people may
experience do not often express the best moral judgment possible in a certain
situation, but are rather the product of the prejudices people inherit from
their culture (or subculture). A parallelism with socio-psychological stud-
ies on this aspect is proposed. This gives rise to the conclusion that people
are better guaranteed to express truly moral judgments when they do not
respond intuitively to morally relevant situations, but rather interrupt and
override this automatic processing, moving on to a controlled i.e. a rational
process.

2 Intuitions and Inferential Reasoning According
to a Continuist Interpretation

Apparently, the distinction between moral reasoning and moral intuition is
clear and sharp, even easy to observe in our everyday experience. And appar-
ently intuitionism is right in maintaining that our ‘moral’ judgments seem
to be, at least in the large majority of cases, entirely ‘intuitive’, since they
are fast and since they are not beset by doubts, while in just a few par-
ticularly difficult situations, involving different and possibly contradictory
aspects (like the moral dilemmas made up in the laboratory using artificial
scenarios) people have recourse to a slow and reflective form of reasoning in
order to form moral judgments. Still, the fact that our moral judgments are
experienced as being mostly intuitive and that intuitions are experienced as
cognitive processes which radically differ from reasoning does not guarantee
that there is an actual difference in the nature of the cognitive process that
produces what we perceive to be an intuition and what we perceive to be a
form of reasoning. In fact, in this respect questions arise about what kind of
cognitive process may produce moral intuitions and whether this process is
really qualitatively different from the one underlying reasoning.
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To follow up this line of investigation we need firstly to consider whether
it is possible to explain intuitions and judgments based on reasoning as two
apparently different products of the same cognitive process. We will call this
a ‘continuist interpretation’ of the relationship between intuitions and judg-
ments based on reasoning.

Intuitions and judgments based on reasoning are usually considered to dif-
fer from each other first of all because intuitions are produced without people
being conscious of the possible reasons supporting the judgments they intu-
itively formed. However, the unconscious nature of the cognitive processes
that lead to an output is not a distinctive feature of moral intuitions. In fact,
the idea that the way we form our thoughts (the information we use and the
steps we follow) is in general for the most part not accessible to conscious-
ness is one of the essential tenets of the cognitive sciences, which states that
cognition consists in information processing, of which only the final prod-
uct is accessible to consciousness. According to a classic computational view,
thought is produced by a central system that processes information on the
basis of logical and inferential relations that refer to the semantic proper-
ties of the information processed. As Fodor makes clear “[...] the notion of
computation is intrinsically connected to such semantic concepts as implica-
tion, confirmation, and logical consequence. Specifically, a computation is a
transformation of representations which respects these sorts of semantic rela-
tions.” ([13] p. 5) According to this view, when I hear for instance a sentence
like ‘Cleo is lying on the floor’, my immediate understanding of it and my
automatic reaction to her – I run towards Cleo – will depend on information
processing which will follow more or less a path such as:

Cleo is a fish ⇒ Outside the water fishes die ⇒ On the floor there isn’t any
water ⇒ Either Cleo has already died or she will soon, unless I immediately
put her back in the water.

Even though this information processing is the condition for understanding
the sentence I hear and its consequences, I don’t need to be conscious of the
path it followed to understand the sentence and to react to it. In fact, peo-
ple are generally not conscious that they are processing information in this
way and they may not even be able to reconstruct the information process
through which they came to understand a sentence when they are requested
to explain it. Even if they are able to do so, it will cost them a lot of effort to
make explicit and verbalize linguistically the inferential path that produced
the understanding. And in any case the explanation of the inferential path
is just a post hoc reconstruction; and one can never be sure that the recon-
struction corresponds to the actual inferential path that has taken place. As
for the understanding of the sentence itself it will appear to the subject as an
unconscious, immediate, spontaneous and non-reflective intuition.

What this example shows is that we can reach a specific conclusion (the
understanding of something, but also a certain judgment) on the basis of
inferential processing on semantically structured information without being



244 S. Dellantonio and R. Job

conscious that this information is being processed. This processing may also
start spontaneously, be fast and not require any particular reflection. But,
if so, then both our intuitive (fast, spontaneous, unconscious) answers and
our reasoned (slow, conscious) judgments could be the results of information
processing which relies on logical and inferential operations on semantically
structured information. This semantically structured information could be
that which concepts are composed of (see also [4]).

Indeed, according to mainstream research on semantics (contra Fodor’s
atomism: see e.g. [14], [15]) concepts are composed of different pieces of in-
formation: According to this view, to know what a fish is – i.e. to have the
concept of ‘fish’ – means for example to know (at least) that fishes are ani-
mals, that they can live only in water, that they have round open eyes, fins,
and commonly a typical rounded-stretched form, that they don’t have legs,
etc; the concept of ‘fish’ must therefore be made up of these ‘pieces of infor-
mation’ (in the literature on concepts they are more often called ‘features’2).
These features do not codify perceptual information only, i.e. information
about the external aspect of the conceptualized things; they also codify the
common, widely shared and well-grounded knowledge people have about ob-
jects: someone who knows e.g. what a fish is (i.e. who has the concept of fish),
generally knows a lot of things about fishes such as: they are mostly edible,
some of them are considered pets, they eat insects, lay eggs, etc. Thus, this
information is also part of the concept of fish.

To claim that all kinds of judgments are the results of information pro-
cessing amounts to stating that all kinds of judgments – intuitive or reasoned
– are the results of information processing which relies on logical and infer-
ential operations on concepts and on these concepts’ features. A general idea
about how this might work can be given using the example above: since the
concept of ‘fish’ includes the information ‘animal’ and ‘animal’ includes the
information ‘mortal’, one can infer that – being an animal – a fish is mortal.
In general, the semantically structured pieces of information that compose
concepts can be connected with each other to form chains of deductive and
inductive inferences as well as other more complicated forms of inferences
that we use in our reasoning processes like abductive inferences, which are
indispensable for forming hypotheses.

Smith states that: “An intimate relation connects inductive inferences and
categorization; namely, categorizing an object licenses inductive inferences
about that object. For example, if we see a round, reddish object on a tree
and categorize it as an apple, we can then infer that is edible and has seeds.
Thus categorization is the mental means we have for inferring invisible prop-
erties from visible ones.” ([50] p.6) Even though Smith focuses primarily on
inductive inferences, the categorization process as he describes it also involves
deduction and abduction. If I see a round, reddish object on a tree and all
the round, reddish objects I have seen on trees in the past turned out to be

2 For a technical overview of the featural approach see e.g. [50], pp. 10-22.
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apples, I can inductively infer that this round, reddish object is an apple too.
But, if I know that all apples are edible and have seeds, then I can deduc-
tively infer that, if this is an apple, it will be edible and have seeds. As far as
abduction is concerned,3 this is used to form hypothesis about the objects we
have categorized (about their behavior and their connections with others).
Referring to the example, abduction is used in cases like:

Cleo is on the floor ⇒ therefore, she has jumped out of her bowl.

What happens from a cognitive point of view, when we make this inference
is something like:

observation: Cleo (my goldfish) is on the floor⇒ surprising effect : Cleo should
not be on the floor, she should be in her bowl, where I left her ⇒ elaboration
of an hypothesis to explain the event: (fishes can jump) if Cleo had jumped
out of her bowl, this would explain why she is now on the floor; (given what I
know about fishes and about other circumstances regarding the environment
where the bowl was located) no other hypothesis can explain the event as well
as this one ⇒ conclusion: hence, Cleo must have jumped out of her bowl.

What this example suggests is first of all that there is an intimate relation
between concepts and inferential reasoning in all its forms; more precisely:
that all forms of thought based on concepts work on logical and inferential
operations. In this sense, all forms of thought based on concepts are in a
way rational, if by rational we simply mean ‘based on logical and inferential
operations’ applied to available information’.

This conclusion allows us to now specify more precisely the position ex-
pressed by a ‘continuist interpretation’ of the relationship between reasoning
and intuitions: according to a continuist interpretation, both (fast and au-
tomatic) intuitions and (conscious) reasoning are forms of thought based on
concepts – i.e. they are products of logical and inferential operations on con-
cepts and on the pieces of information concepts consist of; for this reason and
in this respect they are both in a sense rational.

According to this interpretation, the word ‘rationality’ does not describe
conscious forms of information processing only; nor does this notion of ra-
tionality include any guarantee that the conclusion of an inference will be
‘rational’ in the sense of ‘the best possible’ all things considered. In fact,
the logical and inferential operations on concepts we are speaking about are
based just on the specific pieces of information a person has acquired about
the world and is able to include in a specific occurrence of information pro-
cessing and this information is often very limited, inaccurate, reciprocally
incoherent, and most importantly oversimplified and affected by prejudices.
(We will say more about this later.)

Furthermore, the idea that all forms of thought are inferential information
processing based on logical and inferential operations (i.e. that they are in

3 For a classical definition of abduction see e.g. Peirce [44] §188-189; for a contem-
porary discussion on abductive inferences see e.g. [58] ch. 1; [38] ch. 1, 2.
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a way rational) is not in conflict with the possibility that emotions play a
part in processing information. Even the simplified example of the sentence
‘Cleo is lying on the floor’ shows on the contrary that emotions are always
part of information processing, since the chain of thoughts that follow the
understanding of this sentence as well as our practical reaction to it are both
highly dependent on whether and how much we care that Cleo may be dy-
ing. So, it is obvious that information isn’t ‘emotionally neutral’ for a human
information processing system, which manifestly exhibits a lot of complex
‘positive and negative propensities’ towards specific things (it cares/doesn’t
care for specific things, it likes/doesn’t like, it fears/desires etc. certain oth-
ers). In fact, this particular (positive or negative) ‘emotional attachment’ to
specific pieces of information characterizes all forms of thought (judgments,
opinions, decisions). It is the particular form of this attachment that drives
e.g. our reaction to the sentence ‘Cleo is lying on the floor’: a positive at-
tachment to Cleo makes us run to save her, while a negative one makes us
wait a little longer. This applies to all forms of thought/opinion/conclusion
from the simplest ones such as ‘The bus is leaving in five minutes’ (Do we
care? How much do we care? Is it worth running and e.g. giving up our morn-
ing coffee?) to the most socially complex ones like ‘In some places children
starve to death’ (Do we care? How much do we care? Is it worth giving up
some of our income to help them?). In this sense we can consider all kinds
of inferential processes as driven not only by logical and inferential relations
among pieces of information but also by the specific emotional connotations
of specific pieces of information.

This description of the inferential processes at the basis of our thinking
raises a question: why couldn’t moral intuitions just be a form of thought,
i.e. why couldn’t they be the conclusion of a inferential process like the one
that leads to the understanding of and appropriate reaction to the sentence
‘Cleo is lying on the floor’? And, if we rely on a weak notion of rationality,
why couldn’t intuitions and judgments based on reasoning both be realized
by the same procedure of the kind just described? In order to support such
a continuist interpretation of intuition and reasoning, we need to explain
why people experience a difference between these two kinds of process, the
one being fast, immediate, sure and unconscious, and the other being slow,
reflective and beset by doubts, even though both were produced by the same
mechanism.

One possible answer to this is that intuitions and judgments based on
reasoning are experienced as different cognitive modalities because they are
the expression of two possible courses of the supposed inferential informa-
tion processing. When the information process proceeds without ‘hitches’ –
i.e. when the logical and inferential operations on the available information
go on without running into a contradiction or obstacle of some kind and do
not encounter any novel or surprising situation that needs to be weighed up
carefully – their results appear to our consciousness in the form of quick,
immediate, and spontaneous intuitions. In contrast, when the information
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process encounters an impasse, (which may also be caused by confrontations
with other people and/or by the need to find explicit arguments in support
of a position), then it takes the form of reasoning – i.e. a reflective, con-
scious, slow and difficult form of thinking. A soldier may, for example, come
intuitively to the conclusion that it is morally permissible to torture his/her
prisoner to draw information out of him/her. Still, if he also happens to con-
ceive of his/her prisoner as a person fighting for what he/she believes in and
for his/her people, the soldier’s moral position may reach an impasse which
needs to be solved. In sum, finding a way to restore the coherence of the
system is a necessary condition in order to arrive at a judgment about the
moral legitimacy of torturing the prisoner.

So, to sum up, according to a continuist interpretation, intuitions and
judgments based on reasoning could be produced by the same inferential
process, while the difference the subject experiences between them could be
due to the fact that inferential processes may take different paths: when the
process does not encounter any obstacles, subjects experience the conclusion
as an intuition, when, on the other hand, the process does meet an obstacle,
coherence needs to be restored, the process slows down, different possibilities
are explored, and sometimes new information is collected. In this case the
subject experiences the conclusion of the process as reasoned.

3 The Phenomenon of ‘Dissidence’

The explanation given in the previous section opens the door to the possibility
of a continuist interpretation of intuitions and judgments based on reason-
ing, according to which they are produced by the same cognitive mechanism
which sometimes proceeds without ‘hitches’ and appears to be fast, immedi-
ate, sure and unconscious, while at other times encounters an impasse or runs
into a contradiction of some kind or encounters a novel or surprising situation
and takes the form of a conscious, slow and difficult form of thinking. How-
ever, the possibility of arguing for a continuist interpretation of intuitions
and judgments based on reasoning does not ipso facto exclude that a ‘discon-
tinuist interpretation’ is also plausible and that authors like Haidt who favor
an account based on intuitions are right in maintaining that intuitions are
radically different from reasoning. According to such an interpretation, intu-
itions are not produced by the same cognitive process as reasoning, rather
they are produced by an automatic and less flexible (modular) mechanism
than reasoning which works just with a specific type of information, i.e. with
moral information.

Haidt maintains that this mechanism is set by the moral principles of the
cultural group or subgroup people are part of, while moral intuitions are di-
rectly triggered by the mechanism itself (see e.g. [22] and [28]). So, drawing
some examples from Haidt, if a culture sets the individuals’ mechanism ac-
cording to the principles ‘incest is always forbidden‘ or ‘abortion is always
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forbidden’, people belonging to that culture will always have the intuition
that abortion and incest are morally forbidden in any case. This intuition
will be immediate, unequivocal and unquestionable and will come up in the
form of a strong feeling of right or wrong. In fact, in consequence of this in-
terpretation, Haidt states that moral virtue and full cultural integration are
one and the same thing: “a fully enculturated person is a virtuous person”
([24] p. 216). So, once the modular mechanism is set up by the culture, its
working will be strongly bound to the principles it works with and leave very
little space for change and flexibility.

A discontinuist interpretation clearly more closely adheres to the intuition-
ists’ point of view since it accounts for the idea that moral reasoning and
moral intuitions are not only experienced as different kinds of judgments,
but they actually are different kinds of judgment since they are produced by
two different processing systems. While reasoning is produced by a flexible
system that can make use of all kinds of information, carry out all kinds of
inferences, reflect and draw conclusions, intuitions are rigidly driven by cul-
turally learned principles. The point of intuitionism is that, when we form or
express a moral position, we do so not on the basis of reasoning, but rather on
the basis of intuition. Still, this interpretation runs into difficult problems.
A first and fundamental one is that it gives rise to a concept of morality
that does not correspond to what have always been considered truly moral
attitudes and stances.

In fact, morality cannot consist of a supine allegiance to the norms and
customs of a group. As both the classic philosophical and psychological tra-
dition have shown, morality cannot merely consist in blindly following a rule,
without evaluating whether this rule is morally right or not (see e.g. [33]
for the philosophical tradition and [35] for the psychological one). On the
contrary, truly moral forms of thought and behavior are those which are
capable of breaking away from the norms and the customs of a particular
group in order to follow different principles, which are considered as right
independently of what it is stated by the group or sub-group one belongs
to. This behavior has indeed been placed by Kohlberg at the 5 ◦ and higher
level of his moral developmental scale (see e.g. [35]) and is supposed to be
based on the individual’s capacity to critically and autonomously evaluate
the right moral behavior in a given situation. From this perspective, one of
the moral conditions par excellence is the phenomenon of dissidence, i.e. a
form of disagreement expressed at a certain point by a member of a group
about a principle, or about a position belonging to the common ideological
framework of the group (see also [4]). Among the most well known exam-
ples of dissidence is the case of Nazism and of those German Aryanists that
adhered, at least at the beginning, to National Socialism, but later helped
Jews to save themselves, betraying in so doing the ideals of their group and
infringing the racial law in force.

The fact that this phenomenon poses a problem for social intuitionism
has already been pointed out very clearly by Nervaez, who uses Kohlberg’s
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position to make a critical point against Haidt and Bjorklund: “In the early
years of the moral developmental tradition, there was a distinction made be-
tween social conformity and moral development ([35]). The distinction was
necessary in order to explain how in some situations (e.g. Germany in the
1930s) social conformity worked against moral development, and in others
resisting social pressure (U.S. civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s)
was a virtuous path. Thus, it is shocking to read Haidt and Bjorklund assert
that ‘a fully enculturated person is a virtuous person’ ([24] p. 216). Appar-
ently Hitler youth and Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge were virtuous and most moral
exemplars are not.” ([40] p. 239) And further: “[. . . ] how does social intuition-
ist theory judge the goodness or badness of particular intuitions? Intuitions
appear to be equally meritorious, as are all cultural practices, if they conform
with the norms of one’s social group (‘full enculturation’). This is precisely
the attitude that drove Kohlberg to mount his research program – how to
support the law-breaking behavior of Martin Luther King, Jr., and condemn
the law-abiding behavior of the Nazi soldier.” ([40] p. 240)

Nervaez’s objection applies to all views that, like social intuitionism, con-
sider morality as the output of an automatic cognitive process, which is uni-
form for all people of the same group and which is driven by the moral
principles sanctioned by that group. The problem with such views is that
they do not account for the autonomy of moral positions with respect to the
moral principles accepted and shared by a group or sub-group. A theory of
moral cognition may take the position that dissidence isn’t an emblematic
expression of moral behavior. Still, since the phenomenon of dissidence con-
stantly occurs in history and since it has always been considered as a genuine
moral stance both by the people who took a dissident position and by the
people witnessing the situation from a point of view external to the group, it
needs to be accounted for by a theory of moral cognition aiming to provide a
comprehensive explanation of the human ‘moral sense’. The phenomenon of
dissidence suggests that humans have the capacity to morally act in a way
that infringes the moral principles and conventions embraced by the com-
munity, group or sub-group they belong to. This means that people do not
merely follow the moral principles embraced by their group, but they are also
able to identify, work out and weigh up critically and autonomously moral
principles and moral behaviors. For this reason they may arrive at a judg-
ment that diverges from, or is opposed to, the one expressed by the norms of
the customs of their group.

According to theories that assume moral judgments are intuitions driven
by social principles, all kinds of traceable differences among moral intuitions
can only be ascribed to cultural differences, or more precisely to more or less
fine-drawn differences among the principles people happened to learn during
their life. There isn’t any reason in principle to exclude that the phenomenon
of dissidence can be explained in this same vein as the consequence of the fact
that different people are ‘exposed’ to different cultural information or have
‘assimilated’ different cultural elements. Still, in order for this proposal to
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hold, intuitionist theories need to clarify why and how this may happen: i.e.
what does this different ‘exposure’ and ‘assimilation’ concretely consist of and
which kinds of information among the varieties available are relevant to direct
subjective moral intuitions in one direction or in another. The problem here,
of course, is that, since each of us belongs concurrently to different groups and
subgroups, allowing very subtle idiosyncratic cultural differences to affect our
moral judgment, we must admit that each of us is determined by his/her own
unique cultural experience . But, in this case, the notion of “enculturation”
would become explanatorily useless.

In addition, such an explanation will be difficult to sustain on a theoretical
level if we adopt a discontinuist interpretation of intuitionism. According to
such an interpretation intuitions aren’t the product of the central system,
but of a module, i.e. by definition a mechanism which is much more inflexi-
ble and informationally encapsulated than the central system and which can
hardly rearrange itself and become sensitive to new information. Such a mech-
anism must therefore be almost insensible to new information acquired by
the system after the time when it is first set (encapsulation). This mechanism
must also be quite resistant against distortions (i.e. untouched in its modus
operandi) brought about by new information. These characteristics make it
particularly difficult to explain cases like the phenomenon of dissidence in
which moral judgment changes radically over time. For such a change to
happen the modular mechanism for the production of moral judgments must
be both quite permeable to new information (even to information which is
opposed to specific culturally dominant moral principles) and quite flexible
in order to turn the old operational mode into a new one and find a new
assessment after assimilating new information. If we take perception as an
emblematic example of cognition produced by modular mechanisms – as is
usually done, and as Haidt does as well (see e.g. [22] p. 814) – we can easily
face the problem with flexibility and encapsulation of modules: the way we
perceive neither changes over time when we acquire new information, nor is
it influenced by information other than that specific information needed to
first set up the mechanism and which the mechanism has access to.

Haidt admits that inflexibility and encapsulation pose a problem for a the-
ory of moral cognition and maintains that intuitionism needs for this reason
to rely on a weaker idea of modularity like the one proposed by the so called
‘massive modularity hypothesis’ (p.es. [27], [28]). Still, even if we give up
completely or to a large extent the idea that modules have the properties of
being rigid and encapsulated (at the risk, by the way, of making the mod-
ularity thesis lose its sense, since the supposed modules could become iden-
tical to the central system), intuitionism – i.e. the thesis of morality as full
enculturation – does not allow us to explain why someone can became a dis-
sident even though he/she is and continues to be part of a group/sub-group
that upholds different moral values. In other words, interpreted according
to a discontinuist interpretation, intuitionism cannot explain why the moral



Moral Intuitions vs. Moral Reasoning 251

judgment of a person can change without any correspondent modification in
the cultural environment he/she is exposed to.

4 The Slow Processing of Morality

Why and how might a person change his/her moral judgment over time, in-
fringing the cultural principles he/she first learned? In the previous section
we tried to show that a continuist interpretation of intuitionism and reasoning
provides us with better theoretical means to answer this question, because it
suggests that, if necessary – i.e. when the situation is perceived as novel and
or presents obstacles, impasses or contradictions – people may modify the
way they produce their moral judgments. They can shift from intuitions to
slow and conscious reasoning, adding and weighing more and more elements
in their inferential processing. According to a continuist approach, the infer-
ential apparatus deployed in producing moral judgments is the same whether
a fast or a slow response is provided.

Both the continuist and discontinuist interpretations are compatible with
the idea that the fast and intuitive way of processing a moral output is
cognitively realized using what in the literature on rationality and decision
making are called “heuristics”, i.e. specific procedures that speed up thinking
processes allowing a parsimonious search for information and giving rise to
immediate and spontaneous answers that are perceived as intuitions.4 How-
ever, the idea of what a heuristic is and above all what effects the application
of a heuristic has on the processes that lead to the production of a moral
judgment radically differ in the two cases.

Because heuristics ignore potentially relevant information, they have al-
ways been considered error-prone and less-than-optimal procedures (see e.g.
[31] and [32]). Still, recent studies have shown that heuristics may be adaptive
and ecologically useful (see e.g. [19] and [20]) hence suggesting that they may
be, at least in some cases, preferable to reasoning, including moral reasoning.
Indeed, some authors have implicitly or explicitly maintained that there is
nothing wrong with the use of heuristics to produce moral judgments. This
has been implicitly assumed by Haidt when he states that moral evaluations
are (and can only be) intuitions driven by cultural values (see e.g. [22] and
[24]), and it has been explicitly put forward by Gigerenzer, in discussing
Haidt’s position ([18], pp. 18ff). While it might be the case that for decision
making intuitions-as-heuristics often provide positives outcomes, for moral

4 Some authors explicitly connect the idea that moral judgments might be pro-
duced on the basis of heuristics with social intutionism; it is e.g. Gigerenzer who
says: “[...] moral intuitions as described in the social intuitionist theory (e.g.
[22]) can be explicated in terms of fast and frugal heuristics” ([18] p. 9; see also
[17]). However, this idea is equally or possibly even more compatible with a con-
tinuist approach, according to which heuristics are just a procedure applied by
the central system to speed up its processes.
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dilemmas they may be misleading since they might not be the result of some
cultural moral principle but, rather, of some cultural prejudice.

A case that may help in clarifying the risk of applying intuitions when we
are requested to evaluate a person or a situation from a moral point of view
is that of ‘stereotypes’ as they are defined by social psychology as a form of
heuristic used by people to speed up their judgments about a social situa-
tion. Social psychologists define ‘stereotypes’ as “knowledge structures” that
people use to categorize groups or specific members of groups ([52] pp. 1-8).
Such knowledge structures tend to work on the basis of a limited number
of attributes and to disregard individual differences, leading to unwarranted
generalizations about individuals and groups. Just like heuristics, stereotypes
simplify information processing (see e.g. [1], [12], [36], [37] and [34]) by re-
ducing variability in the input and by tracing something newly experienced
back to already available knowledge structures. Furthermore, as in the case of
heuristics, the activation of stereotypes occurs quickly, automatically, spon-
taneously and effortlessly, without intention or consciousness, when we first
categorize a person as a member of the group we have stereotyped (see e.g.
[2] and [57]).

Stereotypes have a strong cultural base, and are powerful tools for process-
ing in-group/out-group relationships. For this reason, they tend to associate
positive properties with the members of one’s own group(s) and negative
properties with the members of other groups. It is such cultural filtering
of information that make stereotypes special cases of intuitions: They have
played and may still play an adaptive role by preserving in-group safety, but
they cannot be taken as morally positive stances since individuals are judged
not on the basis of what they are, but on the basis of what the prejudices
about the group they belong to suggests they may be.

For instance, we could intuitively judge that it is morally legitimate to
restrain gypsies from moving freely from country to country because they
might rob other people’s properties. But in so doing we are ascribing to each
individual gypsy the feature ‘thief’ that may apply to some of the group
members. Conversely, we may suspect a gypsy of robbing something as the
result of the prejudice that – since he is a gypsy – he must surely be the per-
son responsible for robbery (if not presently, at least in some other cases) and
therefore he deserves to be punished. Thus, independently from any consid-
eration regarding whether the use of heuristics as short cuts in replacement
for longer reasoning processes have to be considered adaptive or ecologically
useful as regards the reaction or interaction they elicit toward the categorized
instances, from a moral point of view they cannot be viewed as optimal. And
their sub-optimality, or plain wrongness, is due to the fact that they are
culturally filtered, i.e. they are the product of people’s ‘full enculturation’,
and therefore of the cultural prejudices people may have. From this point of
view, while intuitions may still give rise to correct moral judgment, the very
fact that they rely on limited conceptual information and, as in the case of
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stereotypes, culturally filtered information, makes them less reliable as far as
the output of the moral judgment is concerned.

According to the discontinuist interpretation, the moral positions people
express are produced by an intuitive, modular system specialized for the pro-
cessing of moral outputs and separated from the central system that carries
out reasoning processes. According to this view, the reasoning process starts
only after the moral module has produced its output and therefore cannot
influence or intervene in the work of the moral module or change its out-
put, but only deliver a post-hoc justification of the output produced by the
module, whatever this output may be. In this approach the question about
what is morally right or wrong can only be decided on the basis of intuitions
and never on the basis of reasoning. So, from this approach it follows that
the intuitions we form on the basis of our prejudices are the only moral po-
sitions we are able to produce: people don’t have an alternative to making
moral judgments on the basis of their own prejudices. In the continuist as
contrasted with the discontinuist interpretation, this view on moral judgment
changes completely because it is no longer assumed that the production of
moral judgment is the exclusive prerogative of the intuitive system. In fact,
by hypothesizing that intuitions and reasoning are not produced by two sep-
arate, independent systems, but rather by a single process that can proceed
either quickly, using a limited amount of information, or slowly including
more information, we conclude that both what we call reasoning and what
we call intuitions can produce moral judgments.

Besides being highly undesirable, the conclusion of the discontinuist ap-
proach is also not plausible because we are de facto at least potentially ca-
pable of escaping our own prejudices and producing moral evaluations based
on complex information, even when stereotypes are available. In fact, the
example of stereotypes allows us to point out that a person can voluntarily
generate obstacles when trying to escape his/her own prejudices. As some re-
sults obtained in the field of social psychology show, if people are motivated
to challenge their own prejudices, reasoning might contribute to identifying
them, to discovering that they are at work, and to reducing their effect on
a final judgment.5 Such a possibility was pointed out by Allport as early as

5 Social psychological models make various hypotheses about the relation between
intuitions produced immediately and spontaneously on the basis of our prejudices
and reasoning, which can be activated consciously to overcome these prejudices.
Some models tend to stress the duality of judgment processes, suggesting that,
when someone weighs up a situation or a person, he/she can give either an
intuitive evaluation or a reasoned judgment, (see e.g. [45]), while other models
assume that the two type of processes occur in parallel and can affect each other
(see e.g. [51]). We suggest that in reality both situations can occur and can be
descriptively appropriate, since we sometime evaluate a situation only intuitively
or only on the basis of a reasoning process, while at other times we spontaneously
give an intuitive response to a situation, while concurrently activating a reasoning
process about it.
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1954 in The Nature of Prejudice, where he maintains that people can “put
the brackets on their prejudices” ([1] p. 332). More recently the possibility
of escaping prejudice has been considered more diffusely (e.g. [11] and [5]).
In particular, it has been shown that people are able to intentionally inhibit
stereotypes, and the influence of these stereotypes on judgments, and to re-
place them with other kinds of knowledge on the matter ([5]). Further, that
this control cannot be engaged without becoming aware of the presence of a
prejudice: i.e. without a conscious reflection concerning the fact that a bias is
at play (see e.g. [3], [6]). The possibility pointed out by social psychology of
escaping from our first prejudicial intuition turns out to be compatible with
a continuist interpretation. According to this view, we usually produce our
moral evaluations using fast and frugal heuristics, but when we have grounds
to avoid short cuts and easy solutions, we are able to slow down the process
and to reason using a larger amount of information.

5 Morality, Culture and Educational Level

Haidt’s orthodox discontinuist interpretation suggests that the truly moral
responses are intuitions, whose content is entirely determined by the cul-
tural principles and values peoples have assimilated. As a consequence of this
view people of the same cultural group share a large and strong intersubjec-
tive agreement with respect to their moral positions, while the contents of
the moral positions of different groups may differ greatly from each other.
However, as we will try to show here, this idea of a wide in-group moral uni-
formity, accompanied by a wide trans-group moral dissimilarity conflicts with
some phenomena pointed out by moral psychology with relation to human
moral responses. In particular, we will present some data driven by moral lit-
erature that, taken together, indirectly support our view, at least since they
show that an increase in people’s information– i.e. an increase in the features
that qualify the concepts they rely on in their reasoning processes6 – changes
people’s moral stances, decreasing the influence of their culture and forming
something like a trans-group similarity among moral judgments.

6 The notion of ‘information’ is used here in a purely cognitive sense to mean the
features our concepts and conceptions are made of. This notion has nothing in
common with that of ‘information systems’ or of ‘information made available by
the media’, since – in opposition with some philosophical views like Habermas’
– we don’t think that an increase of the information made available in a society
by the media would lead to a more moral and democratic system (see e.g. [21]).
Cognitive capacities of humans are indeed very limited and are usually focused
on specific tasks or aspects. An increase in the general information available
could just be ignored, or not be correctly assimilated or lead to confusion and
misunderstandings. On the contrary, when we appeal to a form of reasoning that
applies to the information our concepts and conceptions are made of, we are
speaking of information already available to the subjects, whose features can
become explicit for him/her.
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The best way to introduce this point is in terms of the contraposition of
Turiel’s and Heid’s views on morality. Throughout the course of his research
Turiel has been trying to show that human beings are equipped with the basic
capacity to distinguish moral violations from merely conventional violations.
According to Turiel’s definition: “Conventions are part of constitutive systems
and are shared behaviors (uniformities, rules) whose meanings are defined
by the constituted system in which they are embedded” while moral rules
are “unconditionally obligatory, generalizable and impersonal insofar as they
stem from concepts of welfare, justice, and rights” ([56] p. 169-170).

Turiel and the other authors that have investigated this position (see e.g.
[49] and [54] for reviews) point out that moral violations are perceived (both
by children and adults) as more serious than the conventional ones; as inde-
pendent from any authority that imposes them (like parents, teachers, gov-
ernments or even God); and as ubiquitous, i.e. as not bound to any particular
place, context, culture or habit. So, according to this characterization, while
an act like e.g. eating with the hands is perceived as a conventional violation,
which is not very serious and applies only in some places, contexts and cul-
tures but not in others, and which depends on an authority, an act of violence
is perceived as a serious moral violation, that applies everywhere and does
not depend on any authority that imposes a restriction or compliance.

Nevertheless, the idea that it is possible to trace an univocal, transcultural
and unanimous difference between conventional norms and moral norms on
the basis of the criterion that the only properly moral violations are those
related to welfare, justice, and rights has been challenged by a different re-
search tradition, lead by Haidt. Haidt’s research shows in fact that what
people recognize as properly moral violations depends on both social and
cultural factors.

As far as social factors are concerned, Haidt’s experiments show that the
moral intuitions of people are deeply influenced by their socioeconomic sta-
tus, therefore, indirectly, by their level of education, and more generally, by
the variety of their contacts and by the amount and quality of their experi-
ences and knowledge (see e.g. [29]). According to Haidt, theories relying on
Turiel’s position, which narrow the moral domain to issues of harm/care and
fairness/reciprocity/justice are ‘parochial’ and biased by the fact that the
researchers carrying out these studies are more often liberal, and investigate
therefore only the moral values they recognize as such. In addition, the data
collected by these researchers are further biased by the fact that experimental
subjects typically come from the same social group, since they are mostly uni-
versity students and colleagues. Haidt shows that while well-educated people
with a high socioeconomic status, especially secular and liberal Westerners,
do actually identify the domain of morality only with phenomena related to
welfare, justice, and rights, people of low socio-economic status consider as
properly moral also other kinds of violations involving things which are of-
fensive, disrespectful or disgusting (as e.g. having sex with a chicken carcass
or cleaning the toilet with the National flag: see [29]).



256 S. Dellantonio and R. Job

It is to explain these aspects that Haidt appeals to the cultural factors that
influence moral intuitions. Further studies by Haidt carried out on cultures
other than the ones usually considered in academic research – i.e. studies
investigating cultures other than the North American and European ones,
or also addressed to conservatives in Western cultures – show that people
may also consider as properly moral (and not just as conventional) issues of
in-group/loyalty, authority/respect and purity/sanctity (see e.g [25], [28] and
[26]). As Haidt points out also relating his point to the empirical research
of other authors : “in most cultures the social order is a moral order, and
rules about clothing, gender roles, food, and forms of address are profoundly
moral issues. [...] In many cultures the social order is a sacred order as well.”
([28] p. 371) And further: “[...] only an elite American college population
limited the moral domain to matters of harm, rights, and justice. For other
groups, particularly for low socioeconomic status groups in Brazil and in the
United States, actions that were disrespectful or disgusting were said to be
morally wrong (universally wrong and unchangeable) even when respondents
specifically stated that nobody was harmed by the action.”([28] p. 372)

If we cross Haidt’s investigations with the conclusions reached by Turiel
we achieve a result which is as unsurprising as it is interesting and diffi-
cult to explain on the basis of Haidt’s theory. (a) Firstly, although not all
cultures or groups restrict the domain of morality to issues related solely
to harm/care, fairness/reciprocity/justice, these nevertheless represent some-
thing like a ‘lowest common denominator’ or ‘hard core’ of moral cognition,
which is shared by everyone (i.e. by people of any origin, educated or not,
liberal or conservative, religious or secular, belonging to one culture or to
another). The idea of a lowest common denominator of moral sense focused
on harm-fairness-based violations is also shared by other studies, as e.g. the
ones that try to show that moral judgments may be explained by analogy
with Chomsky’s grammatically judgments (see e.g. [39] and [30]).

(b) Secondly the research by Haidt and his colleagues devoted specifically
to the correlation between moral intuitions and low/high socio-economic sta-
tus shows that a high level of education, wide variety of contacts, as well
as having a large amount and high quality of experiences and knowledge
(features which typically go with a high socio-economic status) strongly lead
the individuals’ moral intuitions to focus mostly or exclusively on this ‘hard
core’ rather than on other aspects. This suggests that – when the individuals’
level of education (in a wide sense) increases – they ‘learn’ to distinguish a
moral and a conventional domain according to the criteria put forward by
Turiel. That is to say that they learn to identify properly moral violations
related exclusively to issues of welfare, justice, and rights and to distinguish
them from other kinds of violations, concerning disgusting or disrespectful,
but harmless actions. (see [29]).

In this sense, one could say that Haidt’s studies show indirectly that a
higher level of education (in a wide sense) acts as a ‘natural antibody’ against
the tendency exhibited by people of a low socio-economic status to extend
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the domain of moral violations to harmless actions, which are nevertheless
considered as disgusting or disrespectful. So, we could suggest that a high
level of education (i.e. a high socio-economic status) rescues the moral po-
sitions of people from the dominance of the principles they take from their
culture and establishes a transcultural connection or unity around the prin-
ciple that morality has to do with harm and fairness only, while disrespectful
or disgusting actions as well as contraventions of religious prescriptions or
‘good manners’ cannot be considered moral violations.

The fact that this principle seems to be present in all social groups cor-
roborates the idea that questions related to harm-fairness are a necessary
part of the human sense of morality. Still, the idea of morality developed by
many cultures incorporates also other aspects like in-group/loyalty, author-
ity/respect and purity/sanctity, whose respect is useful for the survival of the
culture and of the social order within its borders. Nevertheless, these aspects
are not a proper expression of an authentic moral sense, as this is represented
by common sense.

As has been pointed out e.g. by social psychologists, loyalty to - and more
generally favoritism towards - the in-group is typical in all intergroup relation-
ships. Still, this phenomenon is not necessarily positive from a moral point of
view. On the contrary, it sometimes leads to morally negative consequences:
in fact, acting unfairly or violently toward people that do not belong to the
in-group or, in the worst case scenario, racism towards or infra-humanizing
the out-group are possible consequences of in-group loyalty. The same point
also applies to respect for authority. To respect authority isn’t always or
necessarily morally positive: when the orders issued by an authority are not
morally admissible, the truly moral reaction is refusing to follow them. And
this presupposes once again that the capacity to think in a critical and au-
tonomous way is required in order to act morally and that neither respect
for authority nor loyalty towards the in-group are per se moral attitudes.

The case of purity/sanctity is similar, although not identical in the sense
that it does not describe a social phenomenon, but rather virtues defined by
a religious tradition. Each religious tradition has developed its own ideals
of purity and sanctity and imposes these on its followers not only through
teachings, but also by violently forcing people to embrace them. Historically,
respect for ideals like those of purity and sanctity often required the per-
sonal sacrifice of sexuality, health or even life. Such sacrifices are perceived
as morally positive only by the followers of the religion that imposes them
and often only by the most fanatic ones, while persons external to the group
or even members of the group who have distanced themselves from the most
strict – one could say: inhumane – aspects of their religion consider their
imposition as morally impermissible.

These characteristics of in-group/loyalty, authority/respect and purity/
sanctity are incompatible with the idea that the higher expression of morality
is the capacity of a person to resist blindly following the rules of his/her group
or culture, but to autonomously evaluate whether they are good or acceptable
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from a moral point of view. According to the principles of in-group/loyalty
and authority/respect, for example, the dissident never acts in a morally
right manner, since he/she is not loyal to his/her in-group and disrespects the
authority within his/her group, i.e. the laws and the rules of his/her group.
As far as purity/sanctity is concerned, not only it is highly culturally variable
what specifically should be considered pure or saintly, but in many cultures
or subgroups these notions have been completely dismissed. As with the case
of in-group/loyalty and authority/respect it is easy to imagine the case of
a dissident who fights against the idea of purity and sanctity defended by
his/her group, whose actions are nevertheless considered unanimously highly
moral by all persons external to the group, and even by his/her group later
in time.

(a) These remarks give further support to the idea of a lowest common de-
nominator of moral sense focused on harm-fairness-based violations, i.e. they
bear out the thesis of a trans-group moral similarity, in contrast to Heidt’s
position that morality is highly culturally dependent. On the contrary, moral-
ity seems to be intrinsically connected with the capacity to think critically and
autonomously from culturally transmitted principles. (b) Furthermore, our
analysis points out that a higher level of education modifies people moral
thinking and strongly influences the individuals’ moral intuitions to focus
mostly or exclusively on this common denominator rather than on other as-
pects connected mainly with cultural beliefs about how one should behave.

If we admit that a primary consequence of a higher level of education is
that people’s concepts become broader – in particular, that people learn that
some beliefs are highly dependent on specific cultures and religions (i.e. on the
‘enculturation’ each of us is a victim of) – and that people learn and develop
the habit of reasoning in a more explicit and critical manner, than these data
confirm a continuist interpretation of moral judgment. In fact, they suggest
that – even though people often have moral intuitions that comply with the
principles of their culture – these are neither the only moral judgments people
can reach nor the best possible moral judgments humans can aim for. When
we are able to reason slowly and explicitly and to rely on better and more
broadly defined concepts, our moral responses can potentially become more
‘moral’ in the sense that they can overcome cultural factors and limitations
and give rise to a transculturally accepted moral stance that best expresses
our common moral sense.

6 Conclusion

On the basis of our discussion we would like to conclude that a continuist
interpretation of intuitionism and rationalism seems to be more plausible
then a discontinuist one, since an inferentially and logically based information
process offers – at least potentially – better theoretical instruments to explain
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moral judgments in the various and flexible forms they assume in different
contexts and situations.

Within the continuist approach we subscribe to neither slow nor fast pro-
cessing is assumed to be immune from errors; however, since intuitions work
on the basis of information that is limited and filtered, they are not our best
shot in order to form a truly moral stance: the moral stances formed on the
basis of intuitions run the risk of not being moral at all. On the other hand, the
continuist interpretation must not be mistaken for an abstract ideal of moral
reasoning, according to which reasoning may rely on unlimited resources and
information. Indeed, reasoning is meant as information processing working
on logical and inferential relations that refer to the semantic properties of
the information processed. So defined, reasoning turns out to be bounded
by specific constraints since it can work only on the available information
– i.e. on the concepts we have. Furthermore, according to the position we
present here, to reason may not be the first and spontaneous reaction hu-
mans have when they face a new situation. In fact, it is often when people
meet an impasse, a contradiction or a novel or surprising situation that the
natural biases of the cognitive system may be overcome, abandoning the use
of heuristics or stereotypes and incorporating more information.

The continuist interpretation challenges the hypothesis of moral intuition-
ism according to which moral intuitions are rigidly driven by culturally
learned principles. We argue that the example of moral dissidence shows
clearly that humans are equipped with a moral sense which can be inde-
pendent from the moral principles recognized by one’s own culture, group
or subgroup. Furthermore, the analysis we propose suggests that since intu-
itions are the product of our “enculturation”, they are heavily undermined
by cultural biases and are, as such, not the best means we have to come to
a truly moral judgment. One way to allow culture to play a positive rather
than a restraining role is through education. Since a higher level of education
contributes both to enriching our knowledge, thereby broadening our hori-
zons cross-culturally, and developing the habit of reasoning in a more explicit
and critical manner, we suggest that a higher level of education con poten-
tially (i.e. given the proper motivation) increase our capacity to reason and
to reach judgments free of prejudices and therefore better formulate a moral
point of view. In this, we agree with Petty and Wegener [46] when they state
that people with low capacities for high elaboration and/or low motivation
tend to be easy victims of biasing effects caused by their prejudices, while
conscious elaborative processes help to get rid of these biases.
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