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     In 1786 Thomas Jefferson wrote a letter to Maria Cosway, a married woman with whom he had fallen in love while in Paris. The letter is commonly known as the “Dialogue between my head and my heart,” for in it Jefferson’s clear-thinking head scolds his passionate heart for having gotten the two of them in a fine (though chaste) mess. But Jefferson’s heart responds with a powerful rebuttal, charging that Nature has given the heart complete authority over morals:

...in denying to you [the head] the feelings of sympathy, of benevolence, of gratitude, of justice, of love, of friendship, she has excluded you from their control. To these she has adapted the mechanism of the heart. Morals were too essential to the happiness of man to be risked on the incertain combinations of the head. She laid their foundation therefore in sentiment, not in science. (Jefferson, 1786/1975, p.409)

Jefferson’s HHM (Head-Heart Model of morality) echoes David Hume’s famous pronouncement that “reason is and ought only to be the slave of the passions, and can pretend to no other office than to serve and obey them” (Hume, 1739/1969, p.462). Yet most philosophers have rejected the HHM and preferred instead some version of the Kantian RRM (Reason Rules Model, Kant, 1785/1959). While the RRM is primarily a normative model (about how we ought to make our judgments) it is also a descriptive model of a well or properly functioning person. But are people really capable of running their moral lives by pure reason? How do reason and sentiment work together in human moral life?

     Moral psychology since the cognitive revolution has been primarily an extension of the RRM. Kohlberg (1969) built upon Piaget (1932/1965) to create a model in which children discover moral truths by a process of role-taking and reasoning. I, however, have argued that the RRM is incompatible with recent developments in a variety of areas within and outside of psychology. Drawing on recent findings in primatology, neuroscience, anthropology, and social psychology, I proposed an alternative model, the Social Intuitionist model (Haidt, in press a), that integrates affective and reasoning processes in a way that falls between the HHM and the RRM, and that is somewhat at variance with Forgas’ AIM (Affect Infusion Model).

     The Social Intuitionist model keeps the basic Humean/Jeffersonian insight that moral judgments are like aesthetic judgments: they are gut feelings or intuitions which happen to us, quickly, automatically, and convincingly (Zajonc, 1980). We see an event, or we hear a story told as gossip, and we know immediately that the act in question was right or wrong. Then, if somebody asks us to explain our judgment we search for reasons why our judgment is correct. Our moral reasoning works like a lawyer seeking evidence, not like a judge seeking truth (Kunda, 1990; Pyszczynski & Greenberg, 1987). We make up justifications post-hoc, which we present as though they were the actual causal reasons that led to our initial judgment (Nisbett & Wilson, 1977; Gazzaniga, 1985).

     The model is a social model in that it draws attention away from individuals as lone information processors, and calls attention instead to the ways that moral judgments are influenced by other people. There is a “reasoned persuasion” link in which people can be swayed by the post-hoc reasons produced by others, particularly if those reasons can trigger new intuitions in the listener (Lakoff, 1987). There is also a “social persuasion” link in which people are influenced directly by the mere fact that a friend or peer has judged a situation a certain way (Bargh & Chartrand, 1999; Sherif, 1935).

     The Social Intuitionist model sides with Jefferson and Hume in saying that intuitions (including emotional reactions) drive one’s initial moral judgment, yet the model gives a far more prominent place to reasoning than did the old HHM. In particular, the model includes a “private reflection” link in which people sometimes challenge or reverse their initial judgment just by mulling a problem over in their minds. When one looks at an issue from multiple perspectives, new intuitions can be triggered. If the new intuitions are stronger than the initial intuitions, the judgment may be reversed. In this way reasoning (as a conscious search for evidence and new perspectives) works together with intuition (as the rapid and automatic judge of that evidence). However this reflective process is unlikely to occur within a lone thinker unless the initial judgment produced multiple contradictory intuitions, or unless the initial intuition was weak. It is far more common for reasoning to work between people, in dialogue, where one person’s ex-post facto arguments and justifications can trigger new intuitions in another person.

     Now, what does Forgas’ AIM say about all of this? Forgas has argued that the role of affect is not constant across situations, but rather that it “infuses” judgments to a variable degree depending on the levels of effort and openness involved in the thinking process. Is this correct in the case of moral judgments?

     Before the AIM and the Social Intuitionist model can be compared, a critical difference must be noted. The AIM divides the mental world into cognition and affect, where affect means primarily mood. The Social Intuitionist model, however, draws on dual process theories (Chaiken & Trope, 1999) to split the mental world into two different kinds of cognition: reasoning (a slow, effortful, sequential, and consciously accessible process), and intuition (a fast, effortless, automatic, and consciously inaccessible process whose products appear, unbidden, in consciousness). Intuition includes the rapid appraisals made by emotions, as well as the instant like-dislike judgments that characterize affective reactions more generally (e.g., Zajonc, 1980).  The question common to both models can now be restated as: How do emotional and affective processes infuse or otherwise shape moral judgments across the four cells of Forgas’ 2x2 table of effort by openness? We shall look at each of the four processing strategies Forgas discusses, and determine whether they apply in the case of moral judgment.

     1) The direct access strategy (in cases of low effort, low openness). Forgas points out that there are many cases in which one simply retrieves a pre-stored, pre-formulated opinion without any need for thinking, and therefore without any opportunity for affect infusion. This makes sense for moral judgment. If someone asks for your opinion about abortion, your ex-spouse’s new spouse, or the legitimacy of a president who wins in a contested election, you probably have already formed an opinion, and that opinion is unlikely to vary based on your momentary mood. However to say that such direct access does not involve affect seems odd – such judgments are themselves typically statements of one’s own affective reactions (“I hate that guy!”). If affect does not infuse such judgments, it may be because such judgments are already fully permeated with affect. 

    2) The motivated processing strategy (in cases of high effort, low openness). Forgas points out that sometimes thinking is highly selective, targeted, and dominated by a particular motivational objective. One expends effort to reach a pre-ordained conclusion, but one is not open to alternative outcomes. Forgas argues that such thinking is once again impervious to affect infusion. Because the conclusion is pre-ordained, it does not matter what sort of mood one is in. In the case of moral judgment, this process may arise after one has made an initial judgment (using direct access), and then had that judgment challenged by one’s listener. In the social intuitionist model such challenges trigger the “post-hoc reasoning link”, in which one struggles to assemble reasons to support one’s initial intuitive judgment. Forgas may be right that good or bad moods do not alter such post-hoc reasoning, but once again affect seems to play a major role in the process. Motivated processing is often launched by an emotional reaction, such as anger (Haidt, in press b). The stronger the affective state of the reasoner, the more motivated the processing is likely to be. Once again, if affect (as mood) does not infuse such processing, it is because affect (as emotion or some other sort of affective commitment) is in charge of the investigation, as Hume and Jefferson said.

     3) The heuristic processing strategy (in cases of low effort, high openness). Forgas suggests that heuristic processing is most likely when the task is simple, familiar, of little personal relevance, and when cognitive capacity is limited and there are no motivational or situational pressures for detailed processing. In such cases people base their judgments on their own affective reactions, using the “how do I feel about it” heuristic (Clore, Schwarz, & Conway, 1994). This description captures what might be called the standard moral judgment situation: gossip. People spend much of their conversational time talking about and judging other people (Dunbar, 1996). When talking among friends there is little need to challenge each other, and people can strengthen their social bonds by sharing and validating each others’ moral judgments (Hardin & Higgins, 1996). People may therefore rely not only on their own emotions, but they may also use a “how does she feel about it” heuristic to synchronize their judgments with the affective reactions of their friends.

     4) The substantive processing strategy (in cases of high effort, high openness). When a task is unusual, demanding, or complex, when people have adequate time and processing capacity, and when there are no direct access responses available and no motivational goals to guide processing, the AIM says that people use an open and constructive thinking process called substantive processing. This kind of situation is well known to morality researchers, for it describes the standard moral judgment interview (e.g., Kohlberg’s [1969] method of interviewing about moral dilemmas, such as whether Heinz should steal a drug to save the life of his wife). This kind of situation seems to provide the ideal circumstances for principled, carefully reasoned judgment, yet Forgas argues that such situations are highly prone to affect infusion, because there are so many opportunities for affect to bias the search for evidence and the open-ended construction of a response. Once again, the apparent disagreement hinges on the meaning of the word “affect.” If affect is used broadly to include emotions and other feelings triggered by the people being judged, then affect is not relevant here, by definition (since these cases are defined as involving no motivational goals). Perhaps because affect (as emotion or as liking/disliking) is not at work here, there is room for affect (as mood) to infuse the otherwise cool, calm, and analytical deliberations of a thinker contemplating a complex moral dilemma. The social intuitionist model handles such cases by saying that they almost never arise in the moral domain, outside of an artificial moral judgment interview (Haidt, in press a). Real moral issues and dilemmas always involve affectively powerful commitments to people and principles, which are threatened by violators and deviants. The highly rationalist models based on the Kantian RRM are therefore products of a research method that pushed people into substantive processing, when in fact almost all of our moral life is carried on in the other three cells of the table.

     In conclusion, there appear to be large differences in how the AIM and the Social Intuitionist model explain the role of affect in moral judgment. These differences vanish, however, once it becomes clear that the two models are using the term “affect” in very different ways. If the AIM were renamed the “Mood Infusion Model” then there would be no apparent contradiction. Forgas has convincingly demonstrated that mood effects on cognition are not constant across social situations. And Forgas’ general approach of looking for boundary conditions on any phenomenon is clearly a valuable one. Yet it seems inappropriate to ask about the ways that affect “infuses” moral judgment. Such a formulation implies that the basic mechanisms of moral judgment are non-affective, and that they are then infused, variably, by affect. I believe the evidence is more consistent with Jefferson’s formulation, in which the foundation of morals is found in sentiment.
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