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1. Introduction 

 

 

1.1. Rationalism, sentimentalism, and empirical evidence 

 

Roughly speaking, the debate between rationalism and sentimentalism 

revolves around the following question: Is moral judgment a matter of 

reason or affect? This discussion is centuries old, with the prototypical 

rationalist and sentimentalist views often attributed to Immanuel Kant and 

David Hume, respectively (see, for instance, McGeer (2008, p. 228) and 

Schramme (2014, p. 14)). 

According to Hume (1740/1896), morality “is more properly felt than 

judg’d of” (p. 470). More specifically, he argues that judgments of moral 

approval and disapproval are feelings of pleasure or pain when 

contemplating the character of someone from a disinterested point of view 

(Hume, 1740/1896, pp. 471, 472). These feelings are caused by the affective 

mechanism of sympathy, which associates good and bad character traits with 

the pleasurable and unpleasant sentiments they tend to bring about (Hume, 

1740/1896, pp. 575, 576). Kant, on the other hand, argues that we ought to 

make moral judgments by reasoning about whether our actions are in 

accordance with certain principles. If our capacity to act according to 

principles is fully determined by reason, we would act according to the moral 

law (Kant, 1785/2002, pp. 28, 29). Hume does not think that reason can play 

this role: while it can help us determine the best way to satisfy our desires, 

those desires themselves are determined by affect (Hume, 1740/1896, pp. 

414, 415). Moreover, he argues that it will be difficult to convince people to 

be moral if they do not already affectively care about morality (Hume, 

1777/1902, pp. 282, 283). 
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Since then, both rationalists and sentimentalists have argued that 

they can defend a more plausible account of moral judgment. 

Sentimentalists often argue that their accounts can give a plausible 

explanation of the relation between moral judgment and motivation (see, for 

instance, Prinz (2006, p. 36)). On the other hand, rationalists point out that 

their accounts can give a plausible explanation of the role of reasons in moral 

judgment (see, for instance, Jones (2006, pp. 49 - 51)). 

Very roughly speaking, sentimentalists appear better at explaining 

the ‘practicality of moral judgment’ (Smith, 1994, pp. 9, 10) – the idea that 

moral judgments are motivating – while rationalists seem better at 

explaining the ‘objectivity of moral judgment’ (Smith, 1994, p. 9) – the idea 

that moral judgments have correct answers that we can discover by 

discussing moral matters. Both rationalists and sentimentalists have made 

attempts to capture both aspects. As of yet, none of these attempts has led to 

broad consensus on the truth of rationalism or sentimentalism. 

So, rationalists and sentimentalists traditionally defended their 

position by arguing that it can accommodate different aspects of moral 

judgment. Relatively recently, some rationalists and sentimentalists have 

begun to take an alternative approach to defend their positions: using 

empirical evidence to defend the claim that moral judgment depends on 

reason or affect. Shaun Nichols (2002) was one of the first to adopt this 

approach. He argues for the sentimentalist position that the capacity for 

moral judgment depends on the capacity to affectively respond to people in 

distress, on the grounds that studies show that people with psychopathy 

have a deficit in both. Moreover, he argues that it is unlikely that their deficit 

in moral judgment is due to a rational impairment. Heidi L. Maibom (2005), 

however, claims that this conclusion is unwarranted: Evidence indicates that 

people with psychopathy are likely to be deficient in their reasoning about 
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their actions, which could also explain their impaired capacity for moral 

judgment. Thus, she claims the empirical evidence is also consistent with the 

rationalist position that the capacity for moral judgment depends on the 

capacity for rational practical reasoning. Since then, many others have used 

empirical evidence to defend a rationalist or sentimentalist position. 

While many rationalist and sentimentalist positions are defended on 

the basis of empirical evidence, less attention has been spent on the 

methodological question of whether and when empirical evidence can 

contribute to the debate between rationalism and sentimentalism. This 

dissertation addresses this issue. More specifically, it addresses two 

methodological difficulties which, if they are not solved, would threaten to 

prevent empirical research from making a substantial contribution to the 

debate. 

The first difficulty is determining when and whether empirical 

evidence is relevant to the debate between rationalism and sentimentalism, 

which requires us to untangle the conceptual and empirical aspects of this 

discussion. As I have said, rationalists and sentimentalists have discussed 

whether rationalism or sentimentalism better fits our best account of moral 

judgment. This discussion can be interpreted as being about the concept of 

moral judgment: What counts as a moral judgment?  

Some philosophers, such as Patrick Clipsham (2014) and Anti 

Kauppinen (2008; 2014), argue that empirical research cannot substantially 

contribute to debates about moral judgment, since those debates revolve 

around questions about the concept of moral judgment. Since empirical 

studies need to assume some concept of moral judgment beforehand, they 

are likely to be question-begging. Besides that, even if the debate is an 

empirical matter, there is still the problem that empirical research needs to 

presuppose a notion of moral judgment. Since one side or the other may not 
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accept this notion, empirical evidence threatens to be question-begging 

nonetheless. Either way, empirical research cannot substantially contribute 

to the debate between rationalism and sentimentalism, according to 

Clipsham (2014) and Kauppinen (2008; 2014), since we first need to resolve 

the conceptual question of what counts as a moral judgment. 

 Even if empirical evidence is relevant to the debate, there is a second 

methodological issue: How can we compare rationalist and sentimentalist 

positions on empirical support? As we have seen, there is at least some 

evidence in favor of both sentimentalism and rationalism. For this reason, 

some moral psychologists argue that the usage of empirical evidence has led 

to little progress. For instance, Maibom (2005) claims that “as it stands data 

from psychopathy do not support sentimentalism over rationalism” (p. 254) 

and Jeannette Kennett (2006) concludes that “the evidence to date from the 

developmental literature thus places empirical rationalism and 

sentimentalism on all fours” (p. 78). 

 Yet, the problem is not a mere lack of relevant empirical data. Rather, 

there is a more fundamental problem with how empirical evidence is 

currently being used in the debate. Often, a theory is claimed to be supported 

by empirical evidence by citing a few studies that are consistent with it, but 

this is a very low bar to clear. What is needed is a way to determine how well 

a theory is supported by the cited evidence and how its empirical support 

compares to that of other theories. To illustrate, Maibom (2005, pp. 241 - 

245) cites studies that show that a high psychopathy score is associated with 

reduced performance on tasks measuring rational capacities. This is used to 

support the claim that the capacity for moral judgment depends on the 

capacity for practical reasoning. In section 2 of chapter 4, I will argue that 

this can be interpreted as a claim about the causes of the capacity for moral 

judgment. However, it is unclear how this causal claim is supported by 
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associations between psychopathy score and specific tasks. Moreover, such 

evidence does not seem to give us a reason to prefer this theory over that of 

Nichols (2002), since he cites other studies that show that psychopathy is 

also associated with affective deficits. What needs to be determined is which 

theory of moral judgment, such as that of Maibom (2005) or that of Nichols 

(2002), has the best empirical support; not whether these positions can be 

empirically supported at all. 

The lack of standards for evaluating the empirical support of 

rationalist and sentimentalist theories is an important impediment for 

progress: Many different theories are claimed to be empirically supported, 

but it is not clear whether one is better supported than the others. For 

instance, just focusing on those that mainly use empirical evidence about 

psychopathy, moral psychologists have argued that this research shows that 

the capacity for moral judgment requires affective framing (Maiese, 2014), 

affective response (Nichols, 2002), a conscience (Vujošević, 2015), emotions 

in general (Damm, 2010), empathy (Aaltola, 2014), practical reasoning 

(Maibom, 2005) and self-regulation (Kennett, 2006). 

To summarize, there are two obstacles that hinder empirical evidence 

from playing a key role in the debate between rationalism and 

sentimentalism. First, there is the issue whether empirical evidence is 

relevant to the debate. Second, there is the issue of how to use empirical 

evidence. In this dissertation, I attempt to solve these two problems. While I 

will focus on the debate between rationalism and sentimentalism, these are 

issues that are likely to be very important for every attempt at naturalizing a 

philosophical debate. So answering these two questions for the debate 

between rationalism and sentimentalism will have broader implications as 

well. 
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Now, I will give a preliminary sketch of the two problems and how I 

intend to solve them. This will also illuminate what conditions need to be 

satisfied in order for empirical evidence to contribute to the debate between 

rationalism and sentimentalism. After that, I will provide a short survey of 

the kinds of empirical evidence that rationalists and sentimentalists use to 

defend their positions. 

 

 

1.2. Can empirical evidence contribute to the debate? 

 

In chapter 2, I will tackle the question of whether empirical evidence can 

contribute to the debate between rationalism and sentimentalism. First, I 

will examine whether the debate revolves around a conceptual or an 

empirical question. I call this the problem of methodology. 

Second, before we can conduct research about moral judgment, there 

is another issue we have to resolve: Rationalists and sentimentalists are 

unlikely to agree on the concept of moral judgment, while empirical evidence 

needs to presuppose such a concept. This is also called the problem of logical 

priority: Before we can conduct research about moral judgment, we first 

need to find a fitting concept of moral judgment (Pölzler, 2017, pp. 15, 16). 

Thus, conceptual questions about moral judgment are logically prior to 

empirical questions. I will sketch out my proposed solution to these two 

problems in turn. 

 

1.2.1. The problem of methodology: Is the debate between rationalism and 

sentimentalism about a conceptual or an empirical issue? 
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To solve the problem of methodology, it is important to recognize that the 

debate between rationalism and sentimentalism can be divided into a 

number of smaller issues. For all these issues, we can raise the question of 

whether it is about the concept of moral judgment or the empirical nature of 

moral judgment. In this dissertation, I will discuss two of these smaller 

issues. One is about the constitution of moral judgments, or in other words, 

what kind of psychological state it is. I will call positions on this matter state 

positions. State sentimentalists argue that moral judgments are affective 

states, while state rationalists argue that moral judgments are beliefs. On the 

other hand, the issue could be about the process that results in moral 

judgments. I will call stances on this matter process positions. Rationalists 

argue that this process depends on rational capacities, while sentimentalists 

argue that it depends on affective capacities. In other words, process 

rationalism is the claim that without rational capacities, you are incapable of 

moral judgment. Process sentimentalism, on the other hand, is the claim 

that the capacity for moral judgment depends on affective capacities. 

Whether process or state positions revolve around a conceptual or 

empirical question depends on whether our concept of moral judgment 

already presupposes the truth of a particular state or process position. After 

all, if that is the case, then empirically investigating whether a state or 

process position is true would be like empirically investigating whether 

bachelors are unmarried. In other words, we need to predict the answer to 

the following question: Are we disposed to only use the term ‘moral 

judgment’ if a specific state or process position is true for that judgment? If 

the answer is likely to be yes, then it is a conceptual issue; otherwise it is an 

empirical one.  

I will examine this question in section 3 of chapter 2. There, I will 

argue that it is unclear whether the concept of moral judgment presupposes 
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the truth of a state position. However, it is unlikely that the concept of moral 

judgment presupposes the truth of a process position. There are two reasons 

for this. First, if that were the case, correct attribution of ‘moral judgment’ 

would involve determining whether someone has the requisite rational or 

affective capacities for making moral judgments. We are usually not in a 

good position to determine this, which means that in most cases we have to 

suspend judgment on whether someone is actually making a moral 

judgment. Second, if we presuppose that making moral judgments requires 

specific affective or rational capacities a priori, then this stipulation is made 

without consideration of whether those capacities actually make us sensitive 

to morally relevant considerations, which can only be examined a posteriori. 

For example, suppose that we stipulate that making moral judgments require 

the capacity for reasoning. Suppose further that reasoning does not make us 

sensitive to the consideration whether our acts will harm others. In that case, 

someone who is capable of reasoning but does not take into account whether 

her actions will harm others when making moral judgments would 

nonetheless count as capable of moral judgment. Therefore, it would be 

arbitrary to base attributions of moral judgment on whether someone has 

these capacities; we need to take into account the actual role these capacities 

play in making moral judgments. 

I think the conceptual and empirical aspects of process positions can 

be disentangled in the following way. I agree with rationalists, such as Karen 

Jones (2006, pp. 49, 50), that it is a conceptual truth that moral judgments 

are sensitive to morally relevant considerations. This sensitivity, in turn, 

depends on rational or affective capacities. Since we do not know a priori 

whether being sensitive to morally relevant considerations depend on 

rational or affective capacities, we need to empirically investigate this issue. 
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 To summarize, it is unclear whether a specific state position will turn 

out to be a conceptual truth. On the other hand, it is unlikely that a process 

position will be part of the concept of moral judgment. For this reason, I will 

focus on process positions in this dissertation. In other words, I will focus on 

positions about how moral judgments are made, not positions about the 

constitution of moral judgment. However, examining process positions may 

impact other philosophical debates that use empirical evidence about moral 

judgment, especially debates about moral responsibility. For instance, there 

is discussion about whether the psychological and moral deficits of people 

with psychopathy exculpate them from moral responsibility (see, for 

instance, Fine & Kennett (2004), Levy (2008) and Litton (2010)). How this 

debate turns out depends on how psychological capacities relate to the 

capacity for moral judgment and thus depends on which process position is 

the correct one. Besides that, the debate between process rationalism and 

sentimentalism is interesting in its own right: Is reason or affect the reason 

why we give, for instance, harm moral significance? 

 

1.2.2. The problem of logical priority: Can a notion of moral judgment be 

developed that will allow us to evaluate the empirical support of 

rationalism and sentimentalism? 

 

So, at least the debate between process positions revolves around an 

empirical matter. However, we may still be unable to conduct research on 

this subject. As I have said, since rationalists and sentimentalists do not 

agree on the concept of moral judgment, any research on moral judgment 

threatens to be question-begging. So, before conducting empirical research, 

we first need a fitting concept of moral judgment: the problem of logical 

priority. 
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 In section 4 of chapter 2, I will set out to solve the problem of logical 

priority. First, I examine the possibility of a minimalist notion of moral 

judgment: A concept of moral judgment containing only commitments that 

both rationalists and sentimentalists will agree on. As we have seen, 

rationalists such as Jones (2006, pp. 49, 50) argue that moral judgments 

need to be sensitive to morally relevant considerations. For example, 

someone who is disposed to judge that murder is wrong merely because she 

does not like the sound of the word ‘murder’ is not making moral judgments 

at all. 

 If we assume that moral judgments only count as such if they are 

sensitive to morally relevant considerations, we encounter a problem: 

rationalists and sentimentalists implicitly assume a very different notion of 

‘morally relevant considerations’, and by doing so, use a different notion of 

moral judgment. Rationalists usually use a normative interpretation of 

‘morally relevant considerations’: considerations we should deem morally 

relevant according to a normative theory. I will call moral judgments that are 

sensitive to such considerations ideal moral judgments. To illustrate, 

Kantians will argue that morally relevant considerations are those that 

determine whether an act is consistent with the Categorical Imperative. 

 On the other hand, sentimentalists commonly use a descriptive sense 

of ‘morally relevant considerations’: the considerations most of us are 

sensitive to when making moral judgments, regardless of whether we should 

make use of those considerations. I will call moral judgments that are 

sensitive to these considerations ordinary moral judgments. To illustrate, 

Nichols (2004, p. 8) claims that harm is part of the moral domain, since 

empirical evidence indicates that many people, from a young age and across 

cultures, distinguish between moral and conventional transgressions on the 

basis of harm. The distinction between ideal and ordinary moral judgments 
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leads to an important insight: There is a considerable risk that, instead of 

having a genuine disagreement, many rationalists and sentimentalists talk 

past each other, since they use the term ‘moral judgment’ in a different 

sense. 

 Rationalists and sentimentalists assume a different notion of ‘morally 

relevant considerations’, which complicates the search for a non-question-

begging notion of moral judgment. This problem can be solved in two 

different ways. First, we can attempt to find a common ground: There are 

likely to be considerations, such as harm, that are morally relevant in both an 

ordinary and ideal sense. Examining whether being sensitive to these 

considerations depends on rational or affective capacities mitigates the risk 

of question-begging. Second, we can empirically evaluate rationalist and 

sentimentalist theories by using the concept of moral judgment they 

presume. For instance, a Kantian rationalist theory will assume that morally 

relevant considerations are those that determine whether an act is consistent 

with the Categorical Imperative. Moreover, it will assume that we are 

sensitive to such considerations due to rational capacities. We can 

empirically investigate whether this is the case.  

 To summarize, rationalists and sentimentalists disagree on which 

considerations are morally relevant. Besides that, rationalists commonly use 

a normative notion of ‘morally relevant considerations’, while 

sentimentalists commonly use a descriptive one. This complicates the search 

for a non-question-begging concept of moral judgment. Despite that, there 

are ways to evaluate process positions on empirical support in a way that 

solves or bypasses the problem of logical priority. 
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1.3. How to compare the empirical support of rationalist and 

sentimentalist positions? 

 

So, in chapter 2, I will argue that process positions are responsive to 

empirical evidence and that conducting such research is possible. However, 

we also need to examine how to use empirical evidence. More specifically, 

how can we compare process positions on empirical support? In chapters 3 – 

6, I develop an answer to this question. Doing so will illuminate what is yet 

needed in order to compare the empirical support of rationalist and 

sentimentalist positions. 

Before we can evaluate the empirical support for process positions, 

we need to determine what empirical data will support or undermine these 

positions. As I have said, process positions are positions about whether the 

capacity for moral judgment depends on rational or affective capacities. So, 

what we want to know is whether a change in functioning in our rational or 

affective capacities would make us more or less capable of moral judgment. 

As I will argue in section 2 of chapter 4, this is a question about the causes of 

the capacity for moral judgment. 

Since process positions can be interpreted as causal claims, causal 

graph theory (Pearl, 2009; Spirtes, Glymour, & Scheines, 2000) will help us 

clarify the relation between process positions and empirical evidence. More 

specifically, causal graph theory enables us to infer information about causal 

structure and causal effects from a given body of data. In chapter 3, I will 

give an introduction to causal graph theory. The theory has been applied to 

issues in psychology, especially about causal reasoning (Gopnik et al., 2004; 

Hagmayer, 2016; Sloman, 2005), but also to other questions such as mind-

brain reductionism (Kievit et al., 2011) and representations of cognitive 

states (Danks, 2015). It also has been applied in, for example, experimental 
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philosophy (Rose & Nichols, 2013) and philosophy of science (Woodward, 

2003). 

 In chapter 4, I will show how process positions can be represented as 

causal models. It will become apparent that, to connect process positions to 

empirical evidence, these positions need to be clear on the causal relations 

between the capacity for moral judgment, rational capacities and affective 

capacities. When this condition is not satisfied, multiple causal models are 

compatible with the same position. Each of these models is supported or 

refuted by different kinds of evidence. So, formalizing process positions as 

causal models can help us discover ambiguities in process positions that 

need to be clarified.  

 We will also discover in chapter 4 that the distinction between 

process rationalism and sentimentalism in general is ambiguous. More 

specifically, process rationalism and sentimentalism can be distinguished 

from each other in two different ways. One is to distinguish them on the 

basis of causal impact: whether rational or affective capacities have a 

stronger causal impact on the capacity for moral judgment. Another way is to 

distinguish them on the basis of causal structure. 

 After representing process positions as causal models, we can infer 

what empirical data can support or refute them. I will set out to do this in 

chapter 5. It turns out that moral psychologists often use associational data, 

such as associations between a psychopathy score and performance on a 

specific task, to support rationalist and sentimentalist positions. This poses a 

new problem: How to relate associational data to causal models? I will show 

that causal graph theory can be used to infer which associations are entailed 

by a given causal model. The associations that differ between causal models 

can subsequently be compared with the empirical data. By doing this, we can 

determine which positions are empirically supported. Besides that, it can 
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also reveal that the data collected by current research is insufficient and 

which kinds of data we still need to collect. 

So in chapters 3 – 5, I will relate process positions to empirical data 

and thereby evaluate the empirical support of these positions. However, it 

turns out that our current empirical data is insufficient to compare the 

empirical support of even relatively straightforward process positions. 

Throughout chapters 3 – 5, I will illustrate this by using the sentimentalist 

position of Nichols (2004; 2002) and the rationalist position of Maibom 

(2005). Nichols (2004; 2002) argues that the capacity for moral judgment 

depends on the capacity for affective response to people in distress and (to a 

lesser extent) the capacity for reasoning, while Maibom (2005) argues that it 

depends only on practical reasoning instead. It turns out that, to compare 

these two positions on empirical support, we need data on how performance 

on rational, affective and moral tasks are related to one another. I will argue 

that this result also holds for any other process position. 

 Moreover, we will also see that evaluating the empirical support of 

rationalism and sentimentalism in general is not easy either. In chapter 6, I 

will explore how to compare the empirical support of a process position 

against a large number of other positions and even all possible positions. It 

will turn out that we can become more and more confident in a specific 

process position, but the truth of other process positions remain a likely 

possibility. Moreover, I will argue that it will be very difficult to determine 

the plausibility of process rationalism and sentimentalism in a general sense. 

All in all, we can make progress on the empirical issue whether the capacity 

for moral judgment depends on rational or affective capacities, but resolving 

it would be no mean feat. 
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1.4. What kinds of empirical evidence are used in the debate 

between process rationalism and sentimentalism? 

 

Before moving on to the next chapter, I will give a survey of the most 

prominent kinds of research that moral psychologists use to support process 

positions and some of the main critiques that are raised against them. 

 The kind of empirical evidence that is arguably most commonly used 

and discussed is research about psychopathy (see, for instance, Aaltola 

(2014), Damm (2010), Kennett (2010; 2006), Maiese (2014), McGeer 

(2008), Prinz (2006), Sauer (2012b) and Vujošević (2015)). Such research 

usually involves comparing the performance of people with a high and low 

psychopathy score on a specific task, such as how they distinguish between 

moral and conventional transgressions. 

In this dissertation, I will primarily focus on evidence about 

psychopathy. This is for two reasons. First, as I said, evidence about 

psychopathy is one of the most commonly used by moral psychologists. 

Therefore, it is very important to determine whether and in what way such 

evidence can be used to evaluate process positions. Second, they have a 

clearer relation to process positions than most kinds of evidence. While 

many kinds of evidence are about what affects our particular moral 

judgments, this kind of evidence is about what causes us to be capable of 

moral judgment. Most moral psychologists consider people with 

psychopathy to be deficient in the capacity for moral judgment. Research 

about psychopathy may illuminate whether this moral deficit is due to a 

rational or affective deficit. In that case, we also discover whether being 

capable of moral judgment depends on rational or affective capacities and so 

whether process rationalism or sentimentalism is true. However, as we have 

seen, there is evidence indicating that people with psychopathy have both 
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rational and affective deficits, and it is difficult to separate the impact of 

these deficits on the capacity for moral judgment. 

There is also empirical research about the moral performance of 

other groups besides people with psychopathy. For instance, rationalists use 

empirical and anecdotal evidence about people with autism spectrum 

disorders to argue that empathy is not necessary for moral capacities 

(Kennett, 2006, pp. 354, 355). Sentimentalists argue against this claim: 

While people with autism have a deficit in cognitive empathy – the capacity 

to read the minds of others – they have intact affective empathy – the 

capacity to feel what others are feeling; moral judgment is dependent on the 

latter kind of empathy (Aaltola, 2014, pp. 80, 81). 

Besides research examining differences in moral performance 

between different groups, there are many kinds of studies that examine 

which factors influence or are associated with our particular moral 

judgments. One kind that sentimentalists often appeal to examines the effect 

of disgust on the severity of our moral judgments. For instance, Jesse Prinz 

(2006, p. 31) and Hanno Sauer (2012b, p. 100, 101) use such evidence to 

make the case that affect is (causally) sufficient for moral judgment. 

However, a recent meta-analysis found that disgust has only a very small 

overall effect on moral judgment, which, after correcting for publication bias, 

almost disappears entirely (Landy & Goodwin, 2015, pp. 526 - 528).1 

In addition, there are dumbfounding experiments: experiments 

where disgusting acts are described in such a way that ordinary arguments 

against it are countered. Often people think those acts are morally wrong but 

cannot explain why. Jonathan Haidt (2001, p. 817) uses this evidence to 

argue that not reasoning but affect causes moral judgments, and Prinz 

                                                

1 See also May (2014) for a critical examination of the conclusions permitted by 

studies on disgust and moral judgment. 
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(2006, p. 31) uses such studies as another argument that affect is sufficient 

for moral judgment. However, this may only show that people recognize that 

their affective responses track reasons that support their moral judgments, 

even if they cannot articulate these reasons right now (Jones, 2006, p. 50). 

Neuroimaging evidence is also used to examine how we make 

particular moral judgments. Joshua Greene (2014, p. 704) uses such 

evidence to make the case that characteristic deontological moral judgments 

depend on affect, since they activate brain areas associated with emotion, 

while characteristic consequentialist moral judgments depend on reason, 

since such judgments activate brain areas associated with controlled 

cognition (Greene, 2014, p. 699). However, such evidence is indirect and 

difficult to interpret, since it makes a ‘reverse inference’ (Poldrack, 2006, pp. 

59, 60): inferences from the activation of a specific brain area to the 

activation of a psychological process, instead of the other way around. 

Whether this inference is correct depends on the extent that the brain areas 

in question are specifically activated when performing those psychological 

processes. Sauer (2012a, pp. 788 - 790) argues that, since this selectivity 

condition is not met, the neuroimaging evidence does not support Greene’s 

dual-process theory. Moreover, even if a reverse inference is warranted, it 

only shows that certain kinds of moral judgment are associated with emotion 

or rational processes, not that these kinds of moral judgments depend on 

emotion or reason (Joyce, 2008, pp. 378, 379). 

Furthermore, there is research on the effect of distracting tasks on 

our particular moral judgments: cognitive load studies. Greene (2014, p. 

704) argues that, since a distracting task lowers the likelihood of utilitarian 

responses or slows such responses down, this is support for his theory. 

However, evidence for such an effect is mixed: Tinghög et al. (2016, pp. 10,
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 11) do not find an effect at all, while some prominent studies that do have 

serious methodological problems (Sauer, 2012a, pp. 790 - 792). 

Finally, there is research about the effect of certain kinds of 

information on our particular moral judgments. Joshua May (2018) appeals 

to such studies to show that our moral judgments are sensitive to morally 

relevant considerations, such as the difference between actively doing 

something and allowing something to happen. He argues that being sensitive 

to such considerations is “a matter of reasoning or inference, whether 

implicit, explicit, or some combination of the two across time” (p. 71). 

However, the fact that our moral judgments are sensitive to specific kinds of 

information does not show whether this sensitivity depends on reason or 

affect. 

So, there are many kinds of empirical research about moral 

judgment. This includes both research about what affects our particular 

moral judgments (such as the disgust manipulation experiments) and 

research about what affects our capability to make moral judgments (such as 

research about psychopathy). I will mostly focus on the latter kind of 

research, since this seems more directly relevant for process positions. Now 

that we have had an overview of the empirical research about how we make 

moral judgments, we need to examine the question whether such research is 

actually relevant for philosophical debates about moral judgment. This is 

what we will do next. 
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