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 Johnathan Haidt’s article “The Emotional Dog and its Rational Tail” begins with a situation of incest and the 

reported responses of test subjects who could not account for why they thought the incest that takes place is wrong 

(343). The author concludes this opening by asking “But what model of moral judgement allows a person to know that 

something is wrong without knowing why?” (343).  

Over the course of the article two possible models are given, rationalism and social intuitionism and their 

descriptive power is tested. While many compelling and interesting arguments are given, because the debate is 

empirical much of the discussion turns on how we are to interpret the two kinds of evidence that are offered: one, the 

ignorance of one’s reasons for believing something (see above); two, the fallacies and biases built into our reasoning 

(351-53). So we may add to the question posed above “what model of moral judgement allows a person to know that 

something is wrong and still engage in systemically flawed reasoning?” The central contention of the article is that social 

intuitionism is such a model, but rationalism is not.  

It’s true that a naive rationalism could not offer a model that answers either of the above challenges, but I 

would like to offer a modified rationalism that may be better equipped to handle both. I will offer the answer to the first 

question by way of analogy and we will see how the second merely follows. I know that eating junk food is bad for my 

health, but if you asked me for reasons expecting explanations of a biological nature you would be disappointed. 

Instead, I would most likely offer appeals to authority like: I read it in a magazine, my friend in health sciences told me, 

or I saw it in a documentary. These are all in some sense appeals to authority. But if I want to defend rationalism what I 

have to show is that appeals to authority are in some way rational. This is a tall order given that we are taught in first 

year critical thinking such appeals are a logical fallacy. Generally speaking, I think appeals to authority (even if they’re 

occasionally or even often faulty) can be rationally justified along the following lines: 

1. I have a limited amount of time, aptitude, and mental capacity. 

2. (From 1) I therefore cannot personally be an expert in all things relevant to daily decisions. 

3. Some individuals will dedicate their time and possibly larger capacities and aptitudes to each of the many fields 

relevant to daily decisions. 

4. (From 3) The results of these individual efforts offer a better chance of making good choices on a daily basis. 

5. The efforts of these individuals are compounded by institutions that bring them together (e.g. governments, 

universities, publications, etc.) 

6. (from 4 and 5) The results of these institutional efforts offer an even better chance of making good choice on a 

daily basis then do the individual experts. 

7. Only people who are relatively knowledgeable in a field are well placed to judge the reasoning of these 

individuals and institutions. 

8. (From 2 and 7) I cannot be particularly well placed to judge the reasoning of these individuals in all fields 

relevant to daily decisions. 

9. (from 2, 6, and 8) In order to make the best decisions possible then I should be aware of the results of these 

individuals and institutions, even if I cannot fully grasp the reasons for them. 

We might call this way of thinking an epistemology of trust or a humble rationalism. The main difference between 

the rationalism of Haidt paper and this one is premise 1. In light of premise 1, rationality does not cease to be but 

must instead be a response, a mitigating factor, a way of “making the most of it” so to speak.1 My key point is to 

                                                           
1 What my sketch of modified rationalism doesn’t capture is the extent to which we can (and should) become relatively critical in all 

the fields we’re involved in. There is after all a proper mix of reliance of authority and one’s own critical capacity. 

http://ist-socrates.berkeley.edu/~maccoun/LP_Haidt.pdf
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show that once we have added the premise that moral choices are included in these daily activities, one could be 

rational (in the rationalist sense), know that something is wrong and still not know why.2 Notice that with the 

addition of premise 1, rationalism becomes better suited to handle all the flaws in our reasoning. 

The critic of this defense of rationalism would point out that at best I have shown why people with certain kinds 

of reasons for their beliefs could defend their claims, but the test subjects Haidt offers give no reasons at all in the end. 

For instance, they do not say “I know incest is wrong because the Bible says so”. I would respond to the critic by saying 

that unlike in other fields (such as nutrition) where the average Joe cannot be expected to be an expert so an 

epistemology of trust seems appropriate, our generally rationalistic, individualistic society expects everyone to be an 

“expert” so to speak, in their own way of life. The philosophical assumptions that allowed for the rise of liberal pluralism 

included the belief that rational individuals are in some sense qualified to make their own choices.3 And so I suspect we 

are left with a taboo against appeals to authority in moral matters (like incest). This explains why individuals aren’t 

willing to cite their real reasons for denouncing incest. Of course, this speculation does not prove that this was really 

what was going on, but it does offer interpretive alternatives to the author’s social intuitionism. 

But all my speculation still falls into the trap of exaggerating the importance of a kind moral judgement if Haidt’s 

reasons for doubt hold true (349-352), so I’d like to quickly suggest how my humble rationalism is better equipped to 

handle (though not completely answer) some of these doubts.  

According to Haidt, psychology has widely accepted that in decision making there are two distinct processes, 

one of which is intuitive and non-rational (349). In many cases, people are indeed subject to these non-rational forces, 

but the question is: are they subject to these non-rational forces because that is simply how our decision making works 

or because there are consciously held beliefs in our society that allow these unconscious forces to run rampant? If it is 

the latter, then people might be incorrect on a mass scale, but the intuitionist hypothesis does not necessarily follow 

(since these intuitional forces are in some important way subject to beliefs subject to rational reflection). Returning to 

my earlier response to the critic, I would like to suggest that an overestimation of the rational powers of the individual 

have led to people to deny and consequently poorly handle our initial irrational inputs. Seen through this historic lens, 

the relative power of the dual processes could very well be contingent giving new hope for rationalism. 

The implicit critique in the motivated reason section is that relatedness and coherence motives are non-rational 

(351). But if we accept the necessity for the epistemology of trust articulated above, our relationships with 

friends/family seem like another sensible direction in which we could extend our rationally motivated non-rational 

tendencies. There are many ways to argue for this from a “friends/family are generally important sources of 

information” to “on average siding with friends over enemies is a better rule to promote the good then picking the most 

rational side in every particular case”. Perhaps these arguments are ultimately wrong, but they show that the author 

may be incorrect to presume relatedness motive is automatically non-rational. I suspect that many individuals become 

acutely aware of the role relatedness plays in their decision-making including philosophers (such as care ethicists) and 

explicitly, and I would contend rationally, argue in favour of its importance.  

                                                           
2 The question of who is a moral authority and why is unnecessary to answer the author’s basic problem, but social norms are 

undeniably an important candidate acknowledged by the author (348). 
3 I acknowledge that this whole paragraph is quite speculative and requires much historical as well as empirical testing, but I am 

confident enough in the modesty of this speculation that some historical and empirical work would validate the hypothesis that 
appeals to authority in moral matters are socially taboo in the West. 
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I do not believe I have successfully defended rationalism. What I have tried to do is offer a modified rationalism 

better equipped to handle some of the very compelling evidence in favour of social intuitionism. My account leaves 

many questions unanswered due to its ambition, but I believe the exercise of exploring these possibilities is still useful.  


