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Abstract
The challenges facing us today require practical wisdom to allow us to react appro-
priately. In this paper, we argue that at a group level, we will make better decisions
if we respect and take into account themoral judgment of agents with diverse styles of
cognition and moral reasoning. We show this by focusing on the example of autism,
highlighting different strengths and weaknesses of moral reasoning found in autistic
and non-autistic persons respectively.

Probably the best-known campaigner for climate action is a young
woman called Greta Thunberg who is diagnosed as being on the aut-
istic spectrum. The fact that Thunberg is autistic and that she is a
dedicated and highly successful campaigner may of course be a coin-
cidence. Just as we may have blond-haired or black-haired climate
campaigners, we can, and do, have autistic and non-autistic ones.
And yet, Thunberg ascribes a key role in her journey as climate activ-
ist to her condition. She says that the focus, even obsessiveness, that is
one characteristic of autism spectrum conditions was one the reasons
why it was impossible for her to forget about the danger of climate
change once she had become aware of it. Being different is a gift,
she says, because it allows her to be laser-focused on the moral im-
perative presented by our warming climate. ‘I don’t easily fall for
lies; I can see through things. If I would’ve been like everyone else,
I wouldn’t have started this school strike for instance’ (Thunberg,
cited in Birrel, 2019).
Autism is a spectrum condition that encompasses a wide range of

traits that can be more or less pronounced. Nevertheless, there are
key characteristics associated with the condition: problems with
social communication and interaction, and rigid and repetitive beha-
viours and interests (APA, 2013). These traits have been framed as
deficits that compromise autistic persons’ capacity for moral reason-
ing and action (Shoemaker, 2015; Schramme, 2018). Autistic traits
also seem to pose problems for acquiring a trait that is particularly
stressed in virtue ethics, practical wisdom, which includes the
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ability to react flexibly to moral challenges. This need for sensitivity
to context when making the correct moral judgments may make such
judgments more difficult for autistic persons. To be generous, for
example, one must give to another as is required by the situation: it
may be appropriately generous to give a person who is suffering
from hunger money; but sometimes giving money to others can
foster dependence. When exactly this is the case is a tricky issue,
and it takes considerable knowledge of the context to make a judg-
ment call. Kristjánsson (2022) stresses the importance of context-sen-
sitive practical wisdom in the 21st century, where complex problems
such as the Covid-19 pandemic make it hard to assess what is the
correct, virtuous thing to do. Does compassion require us to make
sure people get back to school and the workplace to secure incomes
and avoid mental health problems? Or does it require protecting
the clinically vulnerable by locking down society?
In this paper, we disagreewith the narrative that autistic persons are

necessarily disadvantaged in practical wisdom when compared to
non-autistic persons. We aim to show three things: first, that in
non-autistic individuals, context-sensitivity can often have detrimen-
tal effects, as moral thinking becomes skewed by irrelevant features of
the situation, motivational factors, and peer pressure. Thus, both aut-
istic individuals and neurotypicals fall short of practical wisdom in
different ways when it comes to moral decision making.1 Second, aut-
istic traits such as decreased context-sensitivity inmakingmoral judg-
ments can be a moral strength, because those traits are associated with
decreased cognitive biases.2 Finally, on a group level, these moral
strengths and weaknesses can balance each other out, so that the
moral community benefits when individuals succeed and fail in our
moral thinking in different ways. Thus, while practical wisdom in
moral judgment is hard to achieve for both autistic and neurotypical

1 The term ‘neurotypicals’ is used to refer to individuals who have a
‘style of neurocognitive functioning that falls within the dominant societal
standards of ‘normal.’ (Walker, 2014). It is thus more narrow than ‘non-aut-
istic’. We will nevertheless be using the term ‘neurotypical’ here. This is
because while we focus on autism, it is likely that other conditions such as
ADHD also raise issues concerning ways in which virtuous agency and prac-
tical wisdom may be affected (for example in the realm of impulse control).

2 We are aware that there are dangers of overgeneralization. Just as
people without autism can be moral or immoral and have different character
traits and psychological dispositions, autistic people vary greatly in their
personality profiles. Nevertheless, links can (and have been) established
between autistic traits and moral reasoning styles.
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persons at the individual level, cognitive differences may enhance it at
the group level, so long as we stay in a moral conversation.

1. How we go wrong in our moral judgments

In order to act well, we need to knowwhat the appropriate response is
within a given situation. Should we honestly tell someone that their
painting isn’t very good, or should we support their efforts by men-
tioning the positive aspects of their work and silently passing over the
deficits? From Aristotle onwards, virtue ethical accounts have
stressed the importance of this skill, termed practical wisdom or
phronesis, to moral character and action. Character traits like
honesty, kindness and courage are thought to be developed and
become stable as a result of the process of habituation and learning
(Aristotle, 1985). Persons must learn – typically, through the
normal processes of moral development and via trial and error –
how to discern which actions are morally appropriate or required in
any given situation. As an end result of this learning process, a
stable disposition to be, for example, honest may be built up as a
result of making appropriately honest choices in different contexts
over time, where practical reason guides our assessment of how
much information we must divulge to be appropriately honest. A vir-
tuous trait such as honesty becomes habituated when there is a stable
disposition set – in this case, where the disposition to be honest is so
well-established that effortful use of practical reason to determine the
honest action becomes less necessary. Developing virtuous character
traits can therefore be understood as similar to developing expertise
in some area (e.g., when a long-term car mechanic can very quickly
assess problems and solutions regarding car engines), and practical
reason is crucial to honing this expertise (Annas, 2003).3

It is hardly surprising or controversial that moral character and
action requires development, learning, and reasoning. Moral judg-
ment and practical wisdom are complex abilities, and many different
psychological features will be involved here. Practical reasoning
would seem to include cognitive capacities such as top-down atten-
tional focus, as we must be able to attend to the salient features of a

3 A car mechanic in training is likely to have to work hard to pay atten-
tion to the right features of a car engine and find the problems that need
fixing. Over time, the process becomes much quicker and less conscious,
and an expert mechanic may find diagnosing faults in an engine becomes
almost second nature to him.
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situation to notice a moral problem. For example, only once a lecturer
notices that a student’s joke is off-colour because it is sexist or racist
can she indicate to the student that the joke is inappropriate. Practical
reason also requires self-control, as we must set aside impulses to
gratify ourselves and instead focus on the features of a moral
problem. In addition, in order to make good moral decisions we
need to be able to understand the possible outcomes of an action –
to return to our example, whether a certain person will benefit
from being told the truth and to what extent they may be harmed
by having their feelings hurt. In their introduction to Virtue
Ethics, RosalindHursthouse andGlen Pettigrove argue that in decid-
ing whether to tell the truth, the virtuous agent needs practical
wisdom to know when to speak and when to be silent. ‘It is part of
practical wisdom to know how to secure real benefits effectively;
those who have practical wisdom will not make the mistake of con-
cealing the hurtful truth from the person who really needs to know
it in the belief that they are benefiting him.’ (Hursthouse and
Pettigrove, 2018, Section 1.2.)
The traits associated with a condition such as autism may impact a

person’s ability to be virtuous in at least two ways. First, they might
affect the development and exercise of a particular character trait, like
kindness. For example, problems in gauging others’ thoughts and
emotions may affect the development of the trait of kindness due to
a difficulty in assessing a person’s psychological needs. A well-
meaning person who wants to be kind or compassionate needs the
practical wisdom to gauge others’ beliefs, feelings and emotions. In
a discussion of autism and moral agency, Jeanette Kennett (2002)
presents the case of ‘an autistic teenager with a passion for the
piano and perfect pitch [who] suggested a constitutional amendment
“to require that every home have a piano with 88 keys, and to require
that the piano be kept in tune”’ (p. 351). As an act of kindness, this is
well-meant but lacks practical wisdom in that it fails to detect what
will actually benefit others. Consequently, some authors argue that
problems autistic people have gauging other people’s thoughts and
emotions constitute a problem for their moral agency (Stout, 2016;
Shoemaker, 2015). However, it should be pointed out that the
problem with gauging other people’s emotions is a mutual one.
Neurotypical individuals often struggle to empathize with autistic in-
dividuals and to gauge or understand their emotional reactions. This
has become known as the double empathy problem (Milton, 2012).
Indeed, autistic scholar Robert Chapman (2020) notes that neuroty-
picals are often poorly equipped to empathize with autistics because
in an ableist society they usually don’t have to think about autistics’
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needs; whereas autistics work hard to empathize with neurotypicals
due to the obvious benefits of doing so.
What the piano example shows is the necessity of taking into

account the differences between individuals – in terms of their
needs and preferences – in deciding what the morally best action is
in a situation. While many responsibility theorists focus on how aut-
istic persons might struggle with this due to difficulties in accessing
others’mental states, a second problem may arise when autistic indi-
viduals employ moral rules in an overly rigid fashion. It is plausible
that in some cases, difficulties with gauging what other people are
thinking is what leads to rigidity and a strong reliance on explicit
rules. However, this is unlikely to be the whole story, as rigidity and
need for sameness in autistic persons also apply in the non-social
domain. For our current purposes, we can think of moral reasoning in
autistic individuals as more rule focused and less sensitive to context
than that of neurotypicals. To illustrate, consider the case of a young
autistic man confronted with the scenario where an unemployed
woman with several young children steals a small amount of food in
a store. He insists that what she is doing is illegal and that she should
therefore be arrested (example from Keel, 1993 cited in McGeer,
2008, p. 240). This is a case where the context of the woman is not
taken into account in coming to a moral judgment.
It thus seems that virtue ethicists’ justified emphasis on cognitive

flexibility and assessing situations case by case entails amoralweakness
associated with autistic traits such as rigidity and need for sameness, as
well as difficulty in reading social situations and predicting others’
mental states. To be good moral actors, we do need the ability to
pick out themorally salient aspects of new situations, weigh competing
moral values against each other, choose amongstmoral options, etc. Of
course, neurotypicals also frequently fail to exercise practical reason in
an appropriate way, so the difference is better conceptualized as one of
degree. As Kenneth Richman argues, when neurotypicals are tired,
stressed, or even lonely they may ‘…simply not register facts or fail
to perceive options even when they are paying appropriate attention’
(Richman, 2018, p. 29). That is, neurotypicals also fail to pay attention
to a moral problem or to reason regarding others’ emotional needs. In
this way, Richman argues, ‘…autists are not different in kind from
neurotypical people, just subject to more of the common sorts of
moral frailties’ (Richman, 2018, p. 29).4

4 One might worry whether the difference in picking out salient moral
factors is one in kind, rather than degree. We address this concern in section
2.
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It should again be emphasized that virtue ethics construes practical
wisdom as a goal we strive for that many do not achieve, rather than as
the default mode of moral decision-making. Most of us fail to exhibit
practical wisdom much of the time; and almost none of us are moral
experts across the realms of different moral problems. However, this
focus on the importance of flexible moral reasoning fosters an overly
narrow and deficit-oriented view of the way in which autism can
impact moral reasoning. Rather than emphasising the weaknesses,
we should note that autistic individuals’ style of reasoning has costs
and benefits in terms of moral decision-making and action.5 The
costs and benefits of moral reasoning and decision-making styles in
autistics are different than those of neurotypicals – who also suffer
from certain deficits in practical reasoning.
A narrow focus on scenarios where we need a good understanding

of others’ inner lives to make the right decision distracts from the fact
that all of us face awhole host of different kinds of challenges to moral
decision making. Many challenges we face in acting morally are not
those where the main difficulty is taking notice of others mental
states or figuring out the right thing to do. Rather, neurotypicals
often face the moral challenge of keeping the right course of action
in mind when there are powerful countervailing factors that make it
hard to follow. For example, if we look at the problem of climate
change, the moral (and prudential) imperative to prevent global tem-
peratures exceeding 1.5 degrees of pre-industrial levels is clear. And
yet people who want to stop climate change still fly, eat meat, and
buy new boilers and gas-guzzling SUVs. With the exception of the
SUVs, we authors would include ourselves in the list of environmen-
tal akratics. Of course, weakness of will is not the only possible ex-
planation for acting inconsistently with our professed values.
People may also not care as much as they claim to, or not fully
grasp the gravity of the moral situation, for example because they
are unrealistically optimistic about likely outcomes. We take these ex-
planations for moral weakness to be compatible and mutually
reinforcing.
The moral weaknesses that many neurotypicals display are argu-

ably aided by sensitivity to context and by a strong attunement to
one’s social environment, the very capacities often posited as

5 This thought is already foreshadowed in work by Victoria McGeer
(2008), who claims that there are different kinds or moral agency, and that
individuals with autism may be more strongly driven by a desire for
cosmic order, whereas neurotypicals are more strongly motivated by em-
pathic concern.
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necessary to practical wisdom. Furthermore, motivational and con-
textual factors don’t just deter us from doing the right thing, they
also affect our perception of what the right thing to do is. How so?
Aristotle and neo-Aristotelians stress the importance of habituation
and learning from moral exemplars, people who we admire and
respect as moral role models. This means that we can be influenced
by moral slippage within our moral community, because we calibrate
our moral compass against others in our community (Merritt, 2009).
Furthermore, the human tendency to self-justify morally problem-
atic behaviour has more scope for coming up with creative self-justi-
fications when we don’t rely on explicit moral rules and take the
context of a specific moral decision as a reason to justify our behav-
iour. We may for example say that of course flying is wrong, but in
this particular situation, when we are visiting relatives abroad after a
long time, it is perfectly justified.
A lack of cognitive flexibility may serve to keep certain moral

reasons, such as environmental dangers, in focus in a way that is un-
comfortable in light of societal norms but more conducive to consist-
ent action. An anecdotal example is that of an autistic boy who cares a
lot about the environment and is seriously upset by the fact that his
family will happily consume chocolate which contains palm oil,
even though palm oil farming is a major contribution to deforest-
ation. Unlike his family, the boy cannot put this concern to one
side when it comes to enjoying the chocolate. This action provides
an example of the consistency but also rigidity often associated
with autism. One might argue that part of situational flexibility and
good moral agency is to know when to make an exception. But, on
the flip side, we know that many of us are far too easily swayed to
make exceptions. The boy is exhibiting a consistency of reasoning
which is just as important to good moral judgment and decision
making as situational flexibility is.
With these insights in hand, we turn to the moral strengths asso-

ciated with autistic traits and survey the growing body of evidence
that shows that autistic traits are associated with enhanced rationality
in the form of more consistent and less biased reasoning.

2. Cognitive biases and enhanced rationality in autism

Although autistic persons may be less flexible on average, there is a
raft of evidence that they are also more rational and less prone to cog-
nitive biases than neurotypicals. Jeanette Kennett argues that ration-
ality is core to autistic moral agency (2002). Kennett’s approach is
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explicitly Kantian and therefore focused on universalizable rules for
moral action. But even if we believe practical wisdom and sensitivity
to context is necessary to making the right judgment in a given situ-
ation, there is a role for autistic traits. This is because autistic traits
make individuals less prone to being influenced by irrelevant features
of the context that tend to distort moral judgment. In this section, we
look at how this plays out at the individual level. In the next section,
we turn to benefits at the group level that result from having different
cognitive styles.
Humans are famously subject to a large number of cognitive biases.

How information is framed influences the way we evaluate it: for
example, hearing that a new treatment will prevent 60% of deaths
makes people evaluate it more positively than hearing that it cannot
prevent 40% of deaths (Kahneman, 2011). This phenomenon is called
the framing effect. People are also unrealistically optimistic; they
think that bad events are less likely to happen to them than to
others or than is objectively likely (Shepperd et al., 2013; Jefferson,
Bortolotti, and Kuzmanovic, 2017). These are just two examples;
there are many more biases that human cognition is prone to. We
cannot review all the forms of irrationality reflected in human psych-
ology here. Let’s instead propose a general characterization. Human
beings have cognitive biases, which are patterns of thinking where in-
formation processing isn’t ideally epistemically rational; they are
often not sensitive to available information in a way that would lead
to the most accurate beliefs and decisions. This can mean certain
pieces of information are given too much (or too little) weight, or
that motivational factors affect what information is taken into
account. It can also mean that one and the same piece of information
is processed differently depending on how it is presented, as in the
framing case.
Over the last 15 years, researchers have conducted studies that

showed enhanced rationality in people with autistic traits. A recent
review paper by Rozencrantz and colleagues (2021) compiles the
findings on the topic from several studies. According to these
studies, individuals with autistic traits are less prone to framing
effects, the optimism bias, and other common biases. Furthermore,
people with autistic traits rely less heavily on intuition and are more
consistent in their choices (i.e., their choices are less influenced by ir-
relevant contextual factors than those of neurotypicals tend to be
(Farmer, Baron-Cohen, and Skylark, 2017)).
Here are two examples:
In a 2017 study, Farmer and colleagues tested the susceptibility of

people with lower and higher levels of autistic traits to being
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influenced by contextual information that normally (in the non-
clinical population) biases choice in ways that are irrational. The
choice situation in these kinds of experiments is as follows:
Participants are asked to choose between two options, A and B. In
these choice scenarios option A is better than option B in one respect,
but option B better than option A in a different one. So, for example,
part-time job A might pay $ 6.60 per hour, whereas job B pays
$ 8.20 per hour. However, the commuting time for job A is only
20 minutes, whereas the commuting time for job B is 60 minutes.
People will choose according to how they evaluate the trade-off.
So far, so good. But if a decoy option is introduced, which makes

one option look more attractive by comparison to the decoy, then
choice behaviour changes in irrational ways. So, if a third job, C is
introduced, where the commuting time is 30 minutes and the
salary is $ 6.20 per hour, this influences choices in such a way that
option A is preferred over option B because option C makes A look
more attractive.While A is clearly more attractive than C, the respect-
ive advantages of A and B compared to each other have not changed.
Similarly, if a decoy job option is introduced where a job pays
$ 7.80 per hour but has a commuting time of 70 minutes, this has the
effect of making B more attractive to participants, and B is chosen
over A more frequently, even though its respective advantages and
disadvantages compared to A have not changed. So in these cases,
information that is irrelevant to the choice at hand (that a third option
is worse than one of the existing options) influences the perception of
attractiveness and the subsequent choice.
These experiments show that context affects our choices in ways

that are irrational, because we lose sight of the respective advantages
and disadvantages of the two best options. Farmer and colleagues
found that this effect is reduced in people with an autism diagnosis
compared to those without, and it is also reduced in those who
score high on autistic traits (even if they don’t have a diagnosis) com-
pared to those who score low.
Similarly, Kuzmanovic and colleagues (Kuzmanovic, Rigoux, and

Vogeley, 2019) compared optimistically biased belief updating of
people with and without an autism diagnosis. In line with other
studies that have found unrealistically positive expectations for
oneself, they found biased belief updating that supports positive ex-
pectations for the future in neurotypicals. People were asked to esti-
mate the likelihood of a number of adverse life events (experiencing
dementia, getting burgled etc.) and were then given (fictional) popu-
lation base rates. If these were lower than expected, meaning the bad
event was on average less likely than participants had assumed, they
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updated their predictions accordingly, assuming the adverse life
event was less likely to happen to them. However, they updated
their predictions far less when they found out that the adverse
event was on average more likely to occur than they had assumed
(unwelcome news). When making predictions for similar others,
this asymmetry in belief updating was not observed. By comparison,
peoplewith an autism diagnosis were less likely to update their beliefs
in a way that ignored unwelcome news, making their belief updating
more rational.
How are these studies relevant to moral decisions by autistic

persons? The enhanced rationality associated with autistic traits is
not specifically related to moral thinking, and the biases investigated
are often highly specific. However, the research on enhanced ration-
ality matters because moral decision-making depends on good prac-
tical reasoning skills, as virtue ethicists stress. There is much talk
about the importance to reason flexibly and context sensitively, but
obviously, practical wisdom requires us to use the context in the
right way. It requires the individual not to be swayed by contextual
factors that are irrelevant to the morality of an action, and it also re-
quires them to not be overly influenced by motivational aspects
such as the desirability of certain beliefs, be they moral or non-moral.
So, for example, when considering the optimism bias, we can see

how this might be particularly harmful in making assessments of
what action is needed to avert climate change. Of course, it isn’t
really possible to think that climate change will only happen to
others.6 But it is perfectly possible to rationalise the belief that
climate change is less likely to affect oneself and family – to whom
one has a heavy moral obligation – and to downplay one’s moral ob-
ligation to thosewho are more likely to be affected. It may also be easy
to decide that, because the problem of climate change is so large and
difficult, one’s own ways to contribute to solving the problem are too
insignificant to be worth doing; and to note that one’s actions seem in
line with or endorsed by the actions of others. Here we can see how
enhanced consistency and accuracy in evaluating scenarios with
moral implications, as well as a lower dependence on contextual
cues, can be desirable features in moral thinking and decision
making. They prevent people from being distracted by the context,
using the context for self-justification, or making decisions based
heavily on wishful thinking in the ways we have described.

6 Though even now some seem to find it entirely possible to deny that it
is happening at all.
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At this stage, one might object that autistic traits predispose indi-
viduals to a moral rigidity that is incompatible with true practical
wisdom. Being too situationally flexible is not a good thing, as it
comes at the price of consistency, but practical wisdom requires the
right amount of flexibility. While many neurotypicals are overly
morally flexible or swayed by irrelevant features of the context, aut-
istic individuals err on the side of rigidity. We agree that most indivi-
duals, be they autistic or neurotypical, fall short of having fully
developed practical wisdom – they fail to become moral experts in
at least some moral realms. The boy who gets distraught at the fact
that his friends and family are eating chocolate which contains
palm oil may well be lacking a sense of perspective. But, so are his
friends and family who only attend to the wider implications of
their food consumption when this does not interfere with their pleas-
ure. Real agents fall short of practical wisdom in many ways. Again,
practical wisdom is an ideal rather than the normal state of adult
humans. Some of us with more autistic traits fall short by not
readily perceiving reasonable exceptions to moral rules, whereas
others are driven by sensitivity to context to make somany exceptions
that it is hard to still see that there is a rule.
However, it may still seem that there is a qualitative difference

between autistic individuals and neurotypicals, because in principle,
neurotypicals could overcome their biases and weakness of will,
whereas this is not possible in the same way for autistic people. We
note that the extent to which flexibility can be learned by autistic in-
dividuals and biases can be overcome by neurotypical ones is in the
end an empirical question, so we won’t be able to give a definite
answer to this question from the armchair. Also, the relevant traits
are a matter of degree, so there is unlikely to be a one size fits all gen-
eralisation that can be made of autistic and neurotypical people,
respectively.
However, there are reasons to doubt that it really is more possible

for neurotypicals to avoid cognitive biases than it is for autistics to
become sensitive to environmental cues. There is evidence that aut-
istic people can get better at taking relevant factors about context
and what matters to others into account when making moral deci-
sions. For example, Shulman et al (2012, p. 1375) noted that autistic
persons can benefit from being explicitly taught the principles upon
which behavior-governing rules are based, and from practicing trans-
ferring these principles from one situation to another. Autistic indi-
viduals describe a process of coming to grips with the moral rules and
sensitivities in their environment by way of an expanding list of con-
siderations that are relevant to the moral evaluation of a situation
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(Grandin, 1995).7 So it’s plausible that for autistic persons acquiring
context sensitive moral judgment is possible, but that it will happen
in different ways than it does for neurotypicals – it may in some cases
require more explicit instruction and practice.

3. The benefits of psychological diversity in moral reasoning

In a society where people often fail inmoral judgment and action, it is
helpful for us to fail in different ways. It is worse for society if we are
all too optimistic about morally relevant outcomes; or all find it dif-
ficult to flexibly take contextual information into account. It is also
helpful for us to morally succeed in different ways: for example, it
is better if some of us are quite good at assessing other people’s
needs, and some of us can offer intense focus on a moral problem.
Different societal roles require different moral strengths and can be
more or less tolerant of certain moral weaknesses. For example, if a
person finds it hard to anticipate and understand the emotions of
the average child, they are probably not well suited to being a
primary school teacher.
The benefits of diversity in moral reasoning can be seen from other

perspectives than through the lens of practical wisdom. In her paper
‘The Advantages of Moral Diversity,’ Amelie Oksenberg Rorty uses
the differences in styles of moral reasoning related to different types
of ethical theory as an example. Ethical theories tend to give rise to
different approaches to solving moral problems, even though they
often agree on which moral problems need to be solved. For
example, deontologists may focus on the duty to follow moral
rules, whereas consequentialists focus on picking actions based
upon the likelihood that they will achieve better moral outcomes.
According to Rorty, a society containing some acting as deontologists
and others as consequentialists is better off because ‘it is safer and
easier to be a full-blown consequentialist if you know that there are

7 One might further argue that in order for an action be morally wrong
or right, there needs to be a reason for this to be the case. This reason should
be available to anyone who can reason morally, even if it is more difficult to
isolate the morally relevant features in a given context. However, there is
room for disagreement here, as Aristotle claims that only the phronimos
(moral sage) can be relied on to make the right moral judgment reliably
across all contexts. At least one of the authors would argue that Aristotle
is wrong about this. But in any case, it need not overly worry us lesser
mortals, who do not achieve full practical wisdom anyway.
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enough deontologists around to prevent you from doing something
awful for the sake of a distant good’ (2009, p. 53). Similarly, it is
safer to act for the sake of pure duty if there are utilitarians around
to argue for the distribution of basic human goods (2009, p. 53).8

In other words, focus on moral rules alone can lead to problematic
outcomes (e.g. being honest in cases where it doesn’t have good
effects); but focus on outcomes alone can lead to violation of import-
ant moral rules (such as killing one to save five).
It is especially valuable that diverse moral reasoners are often

drawn toward different types of moral projects and roles. Society at
large has benefited from Greta Thunberg’s focus on climate change
– she has increased awareness of the problem, motivated many
young people to get involved in the cause, and made it clear what
sorts of actions might help us address the problem if we act collect-
ively. This point is also made by Robert Chapman, who argues that
while her autistic traits ‘are both beneficial and disabling for her as
an individual, Thunberg’s role as a climate activist is arguably a
vital niche from the group perspective’ (Chapman, 2021, p. 7).
Chapman claims that at the level of the group or society, having cog-
nitive diversity is beneficial for the system as a whole, even if the in-
dividual traits can at times make life more difficult for the individual
and be disabling. He introduces the example of individuals with aut-
istic traits being over-represented in engineering and points out that
having a subset of people with a cognitive profile that lends itself to
working in engineering and technology is beneficial to society.
Chapman stresses that looking at the system level effects of different
cognitive styles allows us to acknowledge the benefits of cognitive di-
versity in ways that are overlooked when focusing on perceived defi-
cits at the level of the individual.
Applied more specifically to the realm of the moral and the idea of

practical wisdom, this means that, given human limitations, practical
wisdom (or some group analogue of it) may be best achieved if we
have a variety of moral reasoning styles that complement each
other, especially if persons occupy moral roles well-suited to their
moral strengths. Persons with different strengths and weaknesses in
practical reasoning may determine that different actions are necessary
to address the problem of climate change; and these different deci-
sions and actions may at times serve as a correction to others’ errors
in judgment. That is, a person who is sensitive to context may

8 True believers in a given moral theory might disagree. Rorty’s ap-
proach already presupposes that different theories of normative ethics
have strengths and weaknesses. We agree.
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decide that given time and resources, it makes sense to fly to the UN
climate change summit COP 26 to make the case for climate action;
and a person skilled at focusing on the importance of consistent
action on climate changemaywarn others that refusing to fly is an im-
portant – even necessary – way to address global warming. By having
these different voices in the mix, we as a society are aided in giving
due weight to morally relevant considerations at play in the context
we find ourselves in.
From this perspective, rigidity of thought and an intense focus on

an object of interest, both of which are features frequently found in
autism, can be moral strengths. The world is full of complex moral
challenges and keeping all of them in view can lead to distraction
and possibly paralysis and a feeling of hopelessness. In many cases,
a person will achieve more in addressing current moral challenges if
they put a lot of energy into one specific problem and consider how
to best approach that problem than if they spread efforts thin. This
is particularly true if the moral problem one focuses on is something
like climate change, which is complex and requires quite a lot of fact
finding to evaluate in the first place.9

4. Conclusions

In negotiating the moral trials that face us today, we need to draw
on moral strengths where we find them, rather than being blinded
to moral strengths because they may be different from our own
or because they are associated with corresponding weaknesses in
the interpersonal realm. Having respect for others requires us to
recognize the strengths associated with cognitive difference.
Importantly, on a group level, these differences can result in a level
of decision making that reflects practical wisdom which we would
not otherwise have been able to achieve. As Berys Gaut (2022)
points out, we can gain benefits in creativity and problem solving
at the group level that wouldn’t be available to individuals, and this

9 We have focused on enhanced rationality and rigidity associated with
autistic traits, but here is a further, different, example: Temple Grandin,
Professor of Animal Sciences and autism campaigner credits her autism
with helping her design more humane slaughter-houses. She says that her
autism leads to an extremely visual way of thinking, which in turn helped
her to see what ‘cattle were seeing’ and design slaughterhouses in ways
that cause the animals less distress (Grandin, 2010).

162

Anneli Jefferson and Katrina Sifferd

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1358246122000182 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1358246122000182


partly stems from the fact that different individuals bring different
skills and knowledge to the table.
Of course, seeing diversity as valuable assumes that there is a basic

shared commitment to moral principles within a society, such as the
need for honesty or a livable climate. Rorty thinks this is not too de-
manding. We agree. Often fairly different action-guiding principles
can be seen as related to some greater value or principle at a high
level of generality (Rorty, 2009, p. 5). Agreement that something is
to be morally valued does not require that we have the same reasons
for valuing it; or that we will exercise our valuing in the same way.
Isabel may care about climate change due to concerns about the
next generation’s future or because she thinks biodiverse ecosystems
have intrinsic moral value. Or shemay recognize both as good reasons
but find that concerns for the next generation’s well-being, which in-
cludes her children, is what motivates her to act. Joan, on the other
hand, might want to stop climate change because she is concerned
about the effects on poor countries here and now.
Diversity in moral reasoning serves us, just as diversity benefits

universities and companies. Inclusion is therefore not just a
demand of fairness, but in a community’s interest, be that aworkplace
or society more generally. However, the benefits of cognitive diver-
sity extend beyond workplace efficiency or representation of minor-
ities in decision making processes that affect them. Differences in
reasoning styles can lead groups to better moral judgments and out-
comes. In the workplace and other settings, some autistic persons
may apply their focus and unflinching assessment of a moral
problem to generate agendas and priorities that many of us greatly
admire.
This requires workplaces but also society more generally to be edu-

cated about the benefits of cognitive diversity such that views or con-
tributions are not dismissed on the basis that somebody is cognitively
different. To achieve this, people need to be educated about the dif-
ferent strengths individuals with diverse cognitive profiles bring to
the table. Just as we already know a project can benefit from including
people with different areas of expertise, it should be explained that
different thinking styles can help to get a more comprehensive under-
standing of the moral challenges we face and of possible solutions. To
return to an earlier example: seeing an autistic boy’s distress when we
eat chocolate can remind his peers, teachers, and family of the values
we are committed to as a society, and to think more carefully about
making exceptions. But this effect requires taking different forms
of moral cognition seriously as forms of moral cognition.
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Further, when important governmental, regulatory, and corporate
committees are convened to address pressing moral issues, we should
aim to increase the cognitive diversity of the persons attending.
Racial, socioeconomic, and gender diversity in decision-making
groups can result in better moral outcomes; but cognitive diversity
in moral reasoning may be just as important. Cognitively diverse
committees can display better moral imagination – they are open to
a larger variety of moral reasons and outcomes in pursuit of a
common value.10
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