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Abstract

Utilitarianism, one of the most prominent theories in normative
ethics, has long been criticized for its guiding principle of
“maximizing benefit for the greatest number.” Among its various
philosophical ~challenges, the alleged conflict between
utilitarianism and moral intuitions—particularly in matters of
distributive justice and fundamental human rights—has drawn
significant attention. Critics argue that utilitarian reasoning often
violates deeply held moral intuitions, while utilitarians have
responded either by reinterpreting the notion of moral intuition
or by questioning its intrinsic authority. This study argues that
findings from cognitive science offer a new framework for
addressing this debate. Drawing on research in moral psychology,
it develops three lines of response: (1) Distinguishing between
intuitive (fast, unconscious) and reasoning-based (slow,
deliberate) moral processes reveals that prioritizing one without a
compelling justification is unwarranted; (2) According to the
“unity of heuristics and moral intuitions” theory, moral intuitions
themselves rely on cognitive heuristic mechanisms, undermining
their privileged epistemic status; and (3) If the mere existence of
moral intuitions supports theories aligned with them, then the
presentation of utilitarian intuitions neutralizes the core argument
for the incompatibility of utilitarianism and moral intuitions. The
paper thus reframes the dispute in light of cognitive science,
offering a more nuanced basis for evaluating utilitarian ethics.
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1. Introduction

Utilitarianism is an ethical theory that aims to maximize the greatest good for the greatest number, but
it has faced several criticisms (Driver, 2009). Critics argue that utilitarianism sometimes conflicts with
our moral intuitions, particularly when the greatest good requires the violation of basic human rights
(Frankena, 1973, p. 36). Opponents highlight issues of distributive justice and human rights, while some
utilitarians have sought to address and rectify these concerns (MacAskill et-al., 2023). However, a group
of utilitarians reject moral intuitions, remaining committed to the principles of utilitarianism. Recent
cognitive science research has led to a new understanding of moral intuitions (Frankena, 1973, p. 44).
This paper examines the dual-process models of decision-making and interprets moral intuitions as
heuristics, arguing that the preference for non-utilitarian moral intuitions over utilitarian judgments is
not justified. Ultimately, a utilitarian intuition is introduced, which stands in contrast to opposing
intuitions. The paper concludes that the preference for non-utilitarian intuitions, which often emphasize
basic human rights, constitutes an unjustified preference, as no sufficient reason exists to favor them

over utilitarian intuitions.

2. Utilitarianism: Criticisms and Responses

As previously mentioned, one of the main objections to utilitarianism is concerned with its conflict with
moral intuitions. Critics argue that utilitarianism can lead to the violation of basic human rights, such as
prioritizing the lives of five people by sactificing one individual for organ transplants (Frankena, 1973,
p. 36). Additionally, this theory is sometimes at odds with the ideal of equality, as it disregards the
distribution of welfare and focuses solely on the overall sum (MacAskill et-al., 20). Various responses
have been offered to these objections, some of which are discussed below.

Utilitarians have offered various responses to ethical conflicts. Some reinterpret moral intuitions,
arguing that equality and impartiality are valuable due to their benefits, but are not inherently valuable.
According to this view, violating equality is justified if it results in greater overall good (MacAskill et-al.,
2023). Others claim that if utilitarianism is propetly implemented, it can yield more reasonable outcomes
by considering societal norms and people's emotions (MacAskill et-al., 202). Another group rejects the
intrinsic validity of moral intuitions, suggesting that our preference for equality arises from its positive
outcomes rather than its inherent worth. They emphasize that humans tend to focus on quantitative
aspects of welfare, while the quality of individuals' expetiences is more important. Some utilitarians also
critique other ethical theories, such as virtue ethics and deontology, pointing out similar conflicts with
moral intuitions. Ultimately, some philosophers have attempted to integrate principles like justice with
utilitarianism (Frankena, 1973, p. 44). However, before addressing these conflicts, it is crucial to examine

the source of moral intuitions and judgments. To this end, we will first explore empirical research on



95 Examining the Conflict between Utilitarianism and Moral Intuitions. ../ Mirahmadi & Hoseini

the origin of moral judgments and then examine the concept of moral intuitions in philosophy and

cognitive sciences. This approach will help address the conflicts more effectively.

3. Resolving the Conflicts via the Dual-Process Model

In the 1990s, Damasio and his colleagues discovered a lack of emotional dimension in decision-making
by studying patients with damage to the ventromedial prefrontal cortex (VMPFC) (Damasio, 1994, p.
192). These investigations led to increased attention from neuroscientists to the role of emotions in
ethical judgments. Blair demonstrated that individuals with psychopathy exhibit weak responses from
the amygdala (the center of emotions) to emotional stimuli (Blair, 2007, pp. 388-389). Joshua Greene,
using FMRI methods in ethical research, showed that the amygdala facilitates deontological judgments,
while the VMPFC aids in utilitarian judgments (Greene, 2014, pp. 86-87).

Cushman distinguished between deontological and utilitarian judgments, reflecting two types of
learning (Systems): model-free and model-based. System 1 operates based on emotions, whereas System
2 relies on reasoning and logical analysis (Cushman, 2013, p. 277). Ethical intuitions are seen as the basis
for decision-making in System 1. Given these points, it appears that proponents of the conflicts between
utilitarianism and ethical intuitions fall into the fallacy of begging the question. They consider the
opposition of ethical intuitions to utilitarianism as a reason to dismiss utilitarianism, which is insufficient.

Merely opposing Systems 1 and 2 does not justify the rejection of utilitarian judgments.

4. Resolving the Conflicts Based on Heuristic Explanations

Heuristics, originally introduced in decision-making, also play a role as mental shortcuts in moral
judgments. Simon challenged the classical model of rationality, and Kahneman introduced heuristics to
analyze biases and bounded rationality. Biologists, Al researchers, and psychologists examined the use
of heuristics in decision-making and human reasoning. Kahneman, Frederick, Shah and Oppenheimer
defined heuristics as processes that simplify decision-making by reducing cognitive effort (Simon, 1979,
p. 500; Kahneman & Frederick, 2002, p. 53). Gigerenzer considers moral intuitions as a type of fast
heuristic that influences moral judgments (Gigerenzer & Gaissmaier, 2011, p. 454). He and Haidt argue
that the reasons given after moral judgments are often rationalizations of initial intuitions. Gigerenzer
also states that heuristics are applicable in both moral and non-moral contexts, citing examples like
following the majority (Gigerenzer, 2008, p. 9). According to this explanation, the conflict between
utilitarianism and moral intuitions can be understood as a conflict between reasoning processes and

heuristics. However, this conflict should not entirely undermine the justification of utilitarianism.

5. Resolving the Conflicts Based on Utilitarian Intuition
Is it possible for utilitarian judgments to be intuitive as well? The dual-process model suggests that

utilitarian  judgments require second-system thinking and active cognitive processing, while
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deontological judgments are made through intuitive processing of the first system. Research has shown
that individuals with higher working memory capacity are more inclined toward utilitarian judgments
(Moore et-al., 2008, p. 55). Additionally, when cognitive resources are limited, utilitarian responses
decrease.

In one study, individuals providing responses aligned with a deontological approach were
significantly slower (about 5 seconds) and had less confidence. This indicates that they consider both
deontological and utilitarian aspects in their decision-making (Biatek & Neys, 2016, pp. 7-8).

There are two possibilities here: those deontologically-oriented respondents engage in minimal
second-system thinking and arrive at deontological conclusions while considering the utilitarian aspects
of the issue. Alternatively, it may be that there is no conflict between the first and second systems, which
is the hypothesis explored in this section. Based on the conducted research, it appears that this conflict

occurs within the first system, allowing us to envision a type of utilitarian intuition.

6. Conclusion

This paper attempts to address new perspectives in moral psychology and cognitive sciences regarding
the theory of utilitarianism. Some opponents of utilitarianism claim that this theory is in conflict with
moral intuitions, while proponents of utilitarianism have offered responses that either seeks to revise
the components of utilitarianism or reject the legitimacy of moral intuitions. The authors of this text
have endeavored to approach this issue differently, utilizing new scientific findings.

Initially, an effort was made to categorize moral judgments into two types: intuitive and reasoned,
and based on the dual-process model, it was stated that if moral intuitions result from System 1, this
alone cannot render utilitarianism unjustifiable. If opponents can provide reasons beyond this
dichotomy, the situation for utilitarians will become challenging.

Subsequently, the alignhment of intuitions with heuristics was examined, as well as the relationship
between these two types of information processing. It was emphasized that in cases where precise
thinking is required, the mere existence of heuristics is insufficient.

In the concluding section, it was stated that if the existence of moral intuitions is considered a
justification for their validity, it is also possible to present utilitarian intuitions. Since this paper is based
on empirical methods, it is emphasized that the interpretation of experimental data may lead to different

outcomes and subsequently result in changes in theories within this field.
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