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4. Causal Interpretations and 

Representations of the Debate 

 

 

4.1. Introduction 

 

In chapter 2, I have examined what the debate between rationalism and 

sentimentalism involves and whether empirical evidence can contribute to it. 

I have concluded that process positions are most likely to be responsive to 

such evidence, which are positions about whether the capacity to make moral 

judgments depend on affective or rational capacities. However, it is unclear 

what empirical data is needed to support or refute a theory of moral 

judgment and how to compare the empirical support of theories. Causal 

graph theory, introduced in chapter 3, can be used to develop a solution to 

these problems.  

In this chapter, I will argue that process positions can be interpreted 

causally and that rationalist and sentimentalist positions can be represented 

as causal models. I will make a distinction between two kinds of process 

position: Strong process positions, which claim that the capacity for moral 

judgment depends on only rational or only affective capacities, and weak 

process positions, which claim that it depends on both kinds of psychological 

capacity. Moreover, I will argue that a distinction between process rationalist 

and process sentimentalist causal models can be made in two different ways: 

on the basis of either causal impact or causal structure. This means that the 

causal graph approach already leads to some progress by illuminating an 

ambiguity in the debate that ought to be clarified. Finally, I will elaborate on 

how to represent special cases: Cycles, where two variables cause each other, 

and diachronic relations, where causal relations change over time. 
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4.2. A causal interpretation of the debate 

 

In chapter 2, I have defined process rationalism and sentimentalism as 

claims that the capacity for moral judgment depend on rational or affective 

capacities. Examples of such positions are positions that argue that specific 

kinds of psychological capacities are ‘key’, ‘fundamental’ or ‘essential’ for 

moral judgment. Such claims imply a counterfactual: without specific 

psychological capacities, you are less capable or even incapable of moral 

judgment.  

 This counterfactual cannot be captured by interpreting the debate as 

being about the question whether affective or rational capacities are 

associated with the capacity for moral judgment. A psychological capacity 

can be associated with the capacity for moral judgment without affecting it at 

all. In that case, that capacity would be like a barometer. We can measure the 

functioning of the capacity in order to predict whether someone is capable of 

moral judgment, just as we can read barometers to predict the probability for 

storms. However, changing whether this capacity is functioning will not 

affect the capacity for moral judgment, just as changing the needle of the 

barometer will not affect whether a storm will occur. In that case, the 

capacity for moral judgment does not depend on the capacity in question: 

With or without the capacity, the capacity for moral judgment will function 

in the same way. I suspect rationalists and sentimentalists would not be 

satisfied if rational or affective capacities were epiphenomena like that. 

 A better way to capture the counterfactual is by interpreting the 

debate as being about the causes of the capacity for moral judgment. One 

way of interpreting causality is in terms of manipulability, where X causes Y 
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if intervening on the value of X changes the value of Y (Woodward, 2003, p. 

51). So, a psychological capacity is the cause of the capacity for moral 

judgment if changing the functioning of that psychological capacity would 

change the functioning of the capacity for moral judgment. The causes of the 

capacity for moral judgment actually affect the capacity for moral judgment 

and thus are not mere epiphenomena. We can specify further that the 

psychological capacities that the capacity for moral judgment depend on 

have a positive causal effect: With them, we are more capable of moral 

judgment; without them, we are less capable.  

This idea seems to be what the dependency claim intends to capture. 

For instance, take the position that “it is affective empathy which acts as the 

foundation of moral ability” (Aaltola, 2014, p. 78). Such a claim implies that, 

without the fundament – affective empathy – we would not have moral 

ability. In that case, affective empathy is a cause of the capacity for moral 

judgment, in the sense that impairing the capacity for affective empathy 

would make us less capable of moral judgment. The same reasoning can be 

applied to other claims, such as that the capacity for affective response plays 

a “key role” in the capacity for moral judgment (Nichols, 2002, p. 301). 

The causal interpretation can be specified further. As I have said, 

being capable of moral judgment means being sensitive to morally relevant 

considerations. So, rational and affective capacities cause us to be capable of 

moral judgment by making us recognize the importance of these 

considerations when making moral judgments. An advantage of the causal 

interpretation is that a link with empirical evidence is now straightforward. 

There is empirical research about the considerations we are sensitive to 

when we are making moral judgments; for instance, much research is done 

on the distinction between moral transgressions and conventional 

transgressions. People that do not make the distinction are insensitive to a 
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distinction that may be morally relevant. By examining in what ways people 

who make and who do not make the distinction differ from each other, we 

may discover whether making this distinction depends on rational or 

affective capacities.  

To summarize, I have argued that process rationalist and 

sentimentalist claims entail the counterfactual that, without specific affective 

or rational capacities, you would be less or incapable of moral judgment. 

This can be captured by interpreting the debate causally in a manipulability 

sense: changing the functioning of rational or affective capacities would 

change the functioning of the capacity for moral judgment. This is 

compatible with a variety of different claims, such as claims that a specific 

psychological capacity is fundamental, essential, necessary or playing a key 

role in the capacity for moral judgment. If we can interpret process 

rationalism and sentimentalism in causal terms, it is useful to represent 

process rationalist and process sentimentalist positions as causal models. 

 

 

4.3. Rationalist and sentimentalist causal models  

 

Process rationalist and sentimentalist positions can be divided in two kinds: 

strong and weak process positions. According to the strong variant, the 

capacity for moral judgment depends on only rational or only affective 

capacities. This kind of position is uncommon.  Nevertheless, we will also see 

in the next chapter that most of the empirical evidence that is appealed to in 

the debate between rationalism and sentimentalism is only relevant for 

evaluating strong process positions. Weak process positions, on the other 

hand, claim that the capacity for moral judgment depends on both rational 
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and affective capacities. Despite that claim, most of these positions can still 

be called rationalist or sentimentalist, as we will see. 

 How to represent these kinds of positions as causal models? First, we 

need to examine what process positions have in common and how these 

commonalties can be expressed in causal models. One commonality is that 

they involve three variables: the capacity for moral judgment (represented by 

M in causal models), affective capacities (A) and rational capacities (R). 

Sometimes, process positions are about affective or rational capacities in 

general. For example, Lisa Damm (2010, p. 288) argues that the capacity for 

moral judgment depends on affective capacities in this sense. Others propose 

that the capacity for moral judgment depends on a specific rational or 

affective capacity. Nichols (2002), for instance, argues that the capacity for 

moral judgment depends specifically on the capacity for affective response to 

people in distress (2002, pp. 299, 300). The distinction between 

psychological capacities in general and specific psychological capacities can 

be represented in causal models in the following way: A and R without a 

subscript will refer to affective and rational capacities in general; with a 

subscript, they will refer to a specific rational or affective capacity. For 

instance, AAR stands for the affective capacity to affectively respond to people 

in distress. 

Affective and rational capacities in general (A and R) are used to 

represent the claim that all affective or all rational capacities are causally 

related to other psychological capacities and the capacity for moral judgment 

in a similar way. Consequently, A and R can also be seen as shorthand for the 

set of all specific affective or rational capacities that have the same causal 

relations with other variables. For more complex positions, we can use 

multiple sets of general affective and rational capacities (A1, A2,…,A3 or 

R1,R2,…,R3), representing mutually exclusive sets of specific affective or 
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rational capacities, where each set has the same causal relations with other 

psychological capacities and the capacity for moral judgment. 

 Besides the fact that they share the same kinds of variables, all 

process positions have two other elements in common. First, they all include 

at least one affective or rational capacity as the cause of the capacity for 

moral judgment. In other words, M is caused by at least one A or R. Without 

such a relation, the capacity for moral judgment would depend on neither 

rational nor affective capacities. Second, process positions deny that the 

capacity for moral judgment causes psychological capacities. In other words, 

M does not cause A or R.14 Process positions claim that the capacity for moral 

judgment depends on specific psychological capacities, not the other way 

around. 

 To summarize, rationalist and sentimentalist process positions have 

three variables in common: rational capacities (R), affective capacities (A) 

and the capacity for moral judgment (M). Moreover, they do not contain 

relations where M causes R or A, and they involve at least one R or A causing 

M. Furthermore, strong process positions, which claim that M depends on 

only R or only A, can be distinguished from weak process positions, which 

claim that M depends on both R and A. 

Now we know what causal models of process positions have in 

common, we can go on to represent specific process positions. Often, moral 

psychologists are not explicit about their causal commitments. Instead, it 

must be inferred from the claims they are making about their positions. For 

this reason, different interpretations of process positions are often possible, 

                                                

14 A possible exception seems to be the social intuitionist account of moral judgment, 

according to which making a moral judgment causes post-hoc reasoning about this 

judgment (Haidt, 2001, p. 818). However, it is not, since this assertion is compatible 

with the claim that the capacity for moral judgment does not cause the capacity for 

reasoning. 
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each entailing a different causal model that is supported or refuted by 

different kinds of data. Therefore, a theory of moral judgment can only really 

be shown to be supported or refuted by empirical evidence if its causal 

commitments are clear. Otherwise, it remains uncertain which kinds of 

evidence count for or against it. 

 In the next section, I will illustrate how causal commitments can be 

inferred from the claims of moral psychologists. First, I will do this for strong 

process positions, taking an early position of Nichols (2002) as an example 

that he has developed further later (Nichols, 2004). However, I will argue 

that this interpretation is uncharitable and that strong process positions are 

implausible. Then, I will illustrate how the sentimentalist position of Nichols 

(2004; 2002) and the rationalist position of Heidi L. Maibom (2005) can be 

interpreted as weak process positions, entailing different causal models. This 

raises the question of how to distinguish between process rationalism and 

sentimentalism, which I will tackle in section 5. 

 

 

4.4. Representing strong and weak process positions 

 

According to strong process positions, the capacity for moral judgment 

depends either on only rational or on only affective capacities. Subsequently, 

causal models representing these positions are relatively straightforward. An 

early sentimentalist account of Nichols (2002), which he develops further in 

Sentimental Rules: On the Natural Foundations of Moral Judgement 

(Nichols, 2004), could be construed as such a position. He argues against the 

theory that “the psychological capacities underlying moral judgment are, like 

the psychological capacities underlying mathematical judgment, rational 

mechanisms” (Nichols, 2002, p. 292). Against this, he argues that empirical 
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research about psychopathy appears to support the claim that “emotional 

responsiveness plays a key role in moral judgment after all” (Nichols, 2002, 

p. 301). The research he appeals to indicates that people with a high 

psychopathy score have a different response to images of people in distress 

and make a different distinction between conventional and moral 

transgressions compared to those with a low psychopathy score. According 

to Nichols (2002, pp. 299, 300), these findings are easier to explain by 

appealing to an affective deficit than a rational one. Therefore, process 

sentimentalism, not process rationalism, is empirically supported by 

evidence about psychopathy (Nichols, 2002, p. 301). 

Figure 1. A causal model fitting a strong process 

position interpretation of Nichols (2002). The 

capacity for affective response (AAR) directly 

causes the capacity for moral judgment (M), 

while rational capacities (R) cause neither.  

 
AAR 

  

M R 

 

 

 M 

Figure 2a. A prototypical 

sentimentalist strong process 

position. Affective capacities (A) 

cause the capacity for moral 

judgment (M), while rational 

capacities (R) cause neither.  

A R  M R A 

Figure 2b. A prototypical 

rationalist strong process 

position. Rational capacities (R) 

cause the capacity for moral 

judgment (M), while affective 

capacities (A) cause neither.  
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Nichols (2002) argues that the capacity for moral judgment depends 

on the capacity for affective response to people in distress, but, in this early 

version of his position, it is less clear how rational capacities fit in his 

account. One way to construe the claims of Nichols (2002) is that rational 

mechanisms play no role in moral judgment at all. That would entail a strong 

process position where the capacity for affective response (AAR) causes the 

capacity for moral judgment (M), while rational capacities (R) are unrelated 

to either of the two. This can be represented by the causal model shown in 

Figure 1. More generally, we can say that sentimentalist and rationalist 

strong process positions can be represented by the causal models shown in 

Figures 2a and 2b, respectively. 

 However, such a representation of the position of Nichols (2002) 

would be uncharitable, since strong process positions are implausible. It is 

unlikely that one kind of psychological capacity has no effect at all, either 

directly or indirectly, on the capacity for moral judgment. As we will see in 

section 5 of chapter 5, this would entail very demanding evidence. Nichols 

himself agrees: Elaborating on his theory in Sentimental Rules, he argues 

that any sentimentalist account needs to explain why “reasoning plays a 

crucial role in moral judgment” (Nichols, 2004, p. 87). Many other moral 

psychologists concur that both rational and affective capacities play a role. 

For instance, Jeannette Kennett (2010) claims that “rationalists and 

sentimentalists have each identified important foundations of human moral 

agency” (p. 254), Marijana Vujošević (2015) asserts that “both 

sentimentalism and rationalism can be said to have their respective 

‘explanatory fruits’” (p. 1234), and Hanno Sauer (2012b) advises rationalists 

to not “succumb to the temptation to argue for “pure” reason in the realm of 

morality” (p. 102). The trend toward weak process positions can also be 

shown by the growth of dual-process theories of moral judgment, where both 
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reasoning and affect are deemed to be important. See, for instance, Craigie 

(2011) and Maiese (2014). Therefore, I will move on to weak process 

positions. 

As I have said, weak process positions are those that claim that the 

capacity for moral judgment depends on both affective and rational 

capacities. To illustrate representing weak process positions, I have chosen 

the positions of Nichols (2004; 2002) and Maibom (2005), for two reasons. 

First, the two positions are relatively well-known; according to Google 

Scholar, both are cited more than a hundred times. Second, these positions 

are relatively straightforward to represent, presumably because they were 

one of the first to discuss whether rationalist and sentimentalist positions 

are empirically supported by evidence about psychopathy. 

As I have said, Nichols (2004, p. 87) argues that any sentimentalist 

account should explain the role of reasoning. In his account, moral judgment 

depends on two elements: a capacity for affective response and a normative 

theory. The normative theory is a body of knowledge about prohibited acts 

(Nichols, 2004, p. 17). We treat some of these prohibitions as special because 

we have a strong affective reaction to transgressions involving those 

prohibitions. For instance, we have usually a strong affective reaction to 

someone punching someone else in the face but not to someone being a 

minute late. According to Nichols, the difference between moral and 

conventional transgressions can be explained by the difference between 

those transgressions that produce a strong affective response and those that 

do not (Nichols, 2004, pp. 18, 19). Reasoning can play a role in that we 

reason about the content and implications of the normative theory (Nichols, 

2004, pp. 108, 109). For instance, suppose your normative theory contains a 

prohibition against murder and a prohibition against forcing your little 
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brother to do prohibited acts. In that case, we can use reason to infer that it 

is also prohibited to force your little brother to murder.  

 How should we represent this role of reasoning in the causal model 

representation of Nichols (2004; 2002)? Nichols claims that the normative 

theory and affective mechanisms are at least partly dissociable from each 

other (Nichols, 2004, pp. 19, 20). Assuming that they are dissociable, this is 

compatible with reasoning and the affective mechanism not causing each 

other. In that case, the capacity for moral judgment has two causes: the 

capacity for affective response (AAR) and the capacity for reasoning (RPR; see 

Figure 3).15 

 As we have seen, I consider being capable of moral judgment as being 

sensitive to morally relevant considerations. It is important to note that AAR 

and RPR contributes to this sensitivity in very different ways according to the 

account of Nichols (2004; 2002). AAR has a direct role: without it, we would 

                                                

15 I will consider the normative theory to be neither a rational nor affective capacity. 

As we have seen, a normative theory consists of information about prohibited acts. 

While having a normative theory requires capacities to learn and remember, these 

are not the capacities rationalists are usually interested in. Rather, they argue that 

the capacity for moral judgment depends on more sophisticated rational capacities, 

such as deliberative reasoning, self-reflection or having a conscience. Since I 

consider the normative theory to be neither a rational nor an affective capacity, it is 

not included in the causal model representation of Nichols (2004; 2002). 

Figure 3. A causal model fitting the weak 

process position interpretation of Nichols 

(2002). Both the capacity for affective response 

(AAR) and the capacity for reasoning (RPR) cause 

the capacity for moral judgment (M).  

 

AAR 

 

 

M 
RPR 
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not recognize specific kinds of considerations, such as harm, to be morally 

significant. RPR, on the other hand, has an indirect role. Being capable of 

reasoning does not make a difference in which considerations we find 

morally significant; instead, it allows us to infer whether a given situation 

involves considerations we already think are morally significant. So, being 

capable of reasoning will not affect whether we think harm is morally 

significant, but it does affect whether we are able to recognize whether a 

situation actually involves harm. Both capacities contribute to our sensitivity 

to morally relevant considerations, so I have included both. Yet, this 

difference does show an ambiguity in the debate between rationalism and 

sentimentalism. On the one hand, it could be about which capacities causes 

us to attribute moral significance to specific kinds of considerations, such as 

harm or violation of rights. In that case, RPR should be left out, since it has 

not that kind of role in the account of Nichols (2004; 2002). On the other, 

the debate can be about which capacities cause us to be sensitive to morally 

significant considerations in a more general sense. In that case, RPR should 

be included. I will simply assume that the debate is about the latter issue, 

while recognizing that this is actually an open question. 

 An example of a rationalist weak process position is that of Maibom 

(2005). According to her, there is evidence that people with psychopathy 

have a practical reasoning deficit that impairs their capacity for moral 

judgment (Maibom, 2005, pp. 242, 248). However, she also leaves the 

possibility open that affective capacities indirectly affect the capacity for 

moral judgment because of their effect on practical reasoning (Maibom, 

2005, pp. 251, 252). To illustrate this possibility: According to the somatic 

marker hypothesis, choices are associated with positive or negative feelings. 

Without such associations, we would have more difficulty deciding what to 

do. Therefore, affective capacities (A) may or may not cause the capacity for 
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practical reasoning (RPR), and RPR causes the capacity for moral judgment 

(M; see Figure 4). 

 So, if these interpretations are right, Nichols (2004; 2002) and 

Maibom (2005) argue that both rational and affective capacities cause the 

capacity for moral judgment. This raises the question on what basis we can 

say that one position can be called process sentimentalist and the other 

process rationalist. In the next section, I will discuss how to distinguish 

between weak process rationalist and sentimentalist positions. It turns out 

that this distinction can be made in several ways, illuminating an ambiguity 

in the debate that ought to be clarified. 

 

 

4.5. Distinguishing between process rationalism and 

sentimentalism 

 

On what basis can we say that the position of Nichols is sentimentalist and 

that of Maibom rationalist? As we have seen, moral psychologists often argue 

that a specific psychological capacity is “the foundation of moral ability” 

(Aaltola, 2014, p. 78) or “plays a key role in moral judgment” (Nichols, 2002, 

p. 301). So, they claim that one psychological capacity is more important 

than the others for the capacity for moral judgment. For rationalists, a 

Figure 4. A causal model fitting the weak 

process position interpretation of Maibom 

(2005). Affective capacities (A) cause the 

capacity for practical reasoning (RPR), and RPR 

causes the capacity for moral judgment (M). 

 
RPR 

  

M A 
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rational capacity is more important than affective capacities, while for 

sentimentalists, it is the other way around. In causal terms, this idea of more 

importance can be spelled out in two ways: in terms of causal structure and 

causal impact. I will discuss both in turn. Then, I will argue that comparing 

these approaches will show ambiguities in the debate that ought to be 

clarified. 

 

4.5.1. Causal impact 

 

One natural way to interpret the idea of importance is in terms of causal 

impact: affective and rational capacities are more important insofar as that 

they have a greater effect on the capacity for moral judgment. In that case, a 

position can be called process sentimentalist if affective capacities have a 

greater causal impact; a position can be called process rationalist if rational 

capacities have a greater causal impact. This would explain why the position 

of Nichols (2004; 2002) is sentimentalist. The capacity to be sensitive to the 

moral/conventional distinction depends crucially on the capacity for 

affective response: without it, we would treat all transgressions as 

conventional. The same is not the case if we would be incapable of reasoning. 

In that case, we would sometimes be unable to grasp that a certain act is 

prohibited according to our normative theory (assuming that we would still 

be able to apply the content of our normative theory in a severely limited 

amount of cases), but we would not be unable to make the 

moral/conventional distinction at all. So, the capacity for affective response 

(AAR) has a greater causal impact than the capacity for reasoning (RPR). 

Therefore, the position can be called process sentimentalist. For the position 

of Maibom (2005), assuming that affective capacities (A) do not completely 
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determine whether we are capable of practical reasoning (RPR), RPR has a 

greater causal impact and so the position can be called process rationalist. 

 The idea of distinguishing process rationalism and sentimentalism on 

the basis of causal impact can be spelled out in the following way. A position 

can be called process rationalist if intervening on the functioning of all 

rational capacities at the same time has a bigger causal impact on the 

capacity for moral judgment than changing the functioning of all affective 

capacities. On the other hand, a position can be called process sentimentalist 

if intervening on the functioning of all affective capacities at the same time 

has a bigger causal impact. As we have seen in section 4 of chapter 3, 

intervening on a variable means that the value of that variable is fixed, in 

which case all arrows that go into that variable are broken. If we do this for 

all rational capacities, then they can no longer cause each other, since their 

value will be fixed by the intervention. For instance, in Figure 5, the arrow 

between R1 and R2 will be broken because of the intervention on R1. This will 

prevent counting the same causal impact multiple times. 

 This idea can be formalized. In section 5 of chapter 3, I have 

discussed the average treatment effect, which is the difference in effect X has 

on Y when setting X to two different levels: �[�|���� = 1�] –  �[�|���� =
0�]. Let A stand for the set of affective capacities and R stand for the set of all 

rational capacities that are mentioned by a process position. Suppose further 

that A and R have two different levels, where 0 means dysfunctional and 1 

Figure 5. A causal model of a possible process 

rationalist position. R2 causes R1, and R1 is the 

direct cause of the capacity for moral judgment.  

 
R1 

  

M R2 
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means functional. Then a position can be called process rationalist if it 

predicts the following:  

  

�[/|���0 = 1�]–  �[/|���0 = 0�] > �[/│���2 = 1� ]–  �[/│���2 = 0� ] (1) 

 

This is because, in that case, rational capacities have a bigger impact on the 

capacity for moral judgment than affective capacities. On the other hand, a 

position can be called process sentimentalist if it predicts the following:  

 

�[/|���0 = 1�]–  �[/|���0 = 0�] < �[/│���2 = 1� ]–  �[/│���2 = 0� ] (2)  

 

What inequalities (1) and (2) basically mean is that a position can be called 

process rationalist if changing all rational capacities from functional to 

dysfunctional has a larger impact on the capacity for moral judgment than 

doing the same for affective capacities, and a position can be called process 

sentimentalist if it is the other way around. In section 5 of chapter 3, I have 

elaborated on how to calculate the average treatment effect. This can be used 

to calculate �[/|���0 = 1�] –  �[/|���0 = 0�] and  

�[/|���2 = 1�] –  �[/|���2 = 0�], in which case we can determine whether 

(1) or (2) is the case.  

 To summarize, one natural way to distinguish between process 

rationalism and sentimentalism is on the basis of causal impact. In that case, 

a position can be called process rationalist if manipulating all rational 

capacities would have a bigger impact than all affective capacities, and 

process sentimentalist if it were the other way around. However, there is an 

alternative way of distinguishing between process rationalism and 

sentimentalism: on the basis of causal structure. 
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4.5.2. Causal structure 

 

To distinguish between process rationalism and sentimentalism, we could 

also look at causal structure. Direct causes appear to have a special status 

over indirect causes: The capacity for moral judgment depends on its direct 

causes, regardless of the functioning of all other capacities. Therefore, direct 

causes are potentially indispensable, while indirect causes are not. We can 

use this idea to distinguish process rationalism and process sentimentalism 

in the following way: a claim can be called process rationalist if the capacity 

for moral judgment is solely directly caused by rational capacities, while it 

can be called process sentimentalist if the capacity for moral judgment is 

solely directly caused by affective capacities. In that case, the position of 

Maibom (2005) can be called process rationalist, since according to that 

position, the capacity for practical reasoning is the sole direct cause of the 

capacity for moral judgment. 

How to accommodate positions that claim that both rational and 

affective capacities directly cause the capacity for moral judgment, such as 

the position of Nichols (2004; 2002)? First, we should take notice of causal 

impact. As I have said, the reason to prefer direct causes is because they are 

potentially indispensable, which fits the claim of moral psychologists that 

specific capacities are fundamental, essential or necessary for the capacity 

for moral judgment. However, for a capacity to play this role, its causal 

impact on the capacity for moral judgment must be such that, without that 

capacity, we would be incapable of moral judgment. So, we should discount 

all direct causes that do not have a large impact. As I have said, I interpret 

the position of Nichols (2004; 2002) as that AAR is crucial for moral 

judgment, while RPR will only aid moral judgment in some cases. So, we 
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should only count AAR, in which case the position can be called process 

sentimentalist.  

So, according to the causal structure approach, we should only count 

those direct causes without which we would be incapable of moral judgment. 

We could expand even further, to accommodate cases where the capacity for 

moral judgment directly depends on both rational and affective capacities in 

the sense that, without those capacities, we would be incapable of moral 

judgment. A possible example of such a position is that of Marijana 

Vujošević (2015). According to her, people with psychopathy have moral 

incapacities because of an impaired conscience, which is the “reflective 

capacity for moral self-assessment, which triggers self-evaluative emotions” 

(Vujošević, 2015, p. 1220). According to her, conscience has two functions 

(Vujošević, 2015, p. 1221, 1222). First off, it makes us aware of being 

constrained by the moral law, which triggers moral feeling. Second, it 

evaluates whether we are accountable for our actions, which triggers guilt or 

relief. One causal model that is compatible with this position is the following. 

The rational capacity of conscience (Rc) affects the capacity for moral 

judgment (M) both directly and indirectly. It causes M directly by making us 

able to reflect on whether we have acted according to the moral law and on 

Figure 6. Causal model fitting the position of 

Vujošević (2015). Conscience (RC) causes the 

capacity for moral judgment (M) both directly 

and indirectly via moral emotions (AME). 

 

AME 

 M RC 
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whether we are accountable for our actions. However, it also causes us to be 

capable of moral emotions (AME), which also affects our capacity for moral 

judgment by making us aware of being constrained by the moral law and our 

accountability. This results in the causal model shown in Figure 6. 

 It may be that without either AME or RC, we would be incapable of 

moral judgment. In that case, can we still distinguish process rationalism 

and sentimentalism on the basis of causal structure? We can, by stipulating 

that in such cases, a position can be called process rationalist or process 

sentimentalist on the basis of whether those direct causes ultimately depend 

on only rational or only affective capacities. In this case, both M and AME 

depend on RC; without conscience, we would neither have the capacity for 

moral emotions nor the capacity for moral judgment. Since the capacity for 

moral judgment ultimately depends on RC, the position can be called process 

rationalist. 

Taken together, we can stipulate a three-step method to decide 

whether a position can be called process rationalist or process 

sentimentalist. First, take only rational and affective capacities into 

consideration that the capacity for moral judgment depends on, according to 

the position. This means that, without those capacities, we would become 

incapable of moral judgment. Second, we need to examine the direct causes 

of the capacity for moral judgment. If the direct causes of moral judgment 

are all affective, then the position can be called process sentimentalist; if 

they are all rational, then the position can be called process rationalist. 

However, if the capacity for moral judgment has both rational and affective 

direct causes, we need to take a third step: Examine whether the direct 

causes themselves ultimately depend on psychological capacities of a certain 

type. If the direct causes ultimately depend on only rational capacities, then 
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the position can be called rationalist, while if they are ultimately depend on 

only affective capacities, then the position can be called sentimentalist. 

So, process rationalism and sentimentalism can be distinguished 

from each other on the basis of causal impact and causal structure. Since 

both approaches are viable ways to distinguish between process rationalism 

and sentimentalism, it sheds light on an ambiguity in the debate that ought 

to be clarified. Next, I will examine this ambiguity further, by examining how 

the two approaches differ and what their limitations are.  

 

4.5.3. Ambiguities 

 

How do the causal structure and causal impact approaches differ from each 

other? Their main difference is their treatment of indirect causes: The causal 

structure approach only considers indirect causes in very specific cases. 

Suppose we take the causal model representation of Maibom (2005), shown 

in Figure 4, with the additional stipulation that affective capacities (A) 

completely determine the capacity for practical reasoning (RPR), and RPR 

completely determines the capacity for moral judgment (M). In that case, the 

two approaches will come to different conclusions.  

According to the causal structure approach, the position can be called 

process rationalist, since a rational capacity is the sole direct cause of the 

capacity for moral judgment. However, if we would take the causal impact 

approach, we would determine that the causal impact of A and RPR on the 

capacity for moral judgment is exactly the same. Regardless of whether we 

make someone incapable of A or RPR, it will have the same end result: a lack 

of M. The only difference is that the effect of A on M goes through RPR, while 

RPR will directly affect M. Therefore, it would be a position in-between 

process rationalism and sentimentalism: a hybrid position. So, while the 
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causal impact approach always considers indirect causes, the causal 

structure approach only does so in specific circumstances. This sheds light 

on an important ambiguity: it is unclear how to treat indirect causes when 

deciding whether a position can be called process rationalist or 

sentimentalist. 

 It also raises another question. The causal structure and causal 

impact approach both treat process rationalism and sentimentalism as 

symmetrical positions: Process rationalism and sentimentalism are identical 

positions, except that we substitute ‘rational capacities’ for ‘affective 

capacities’ and vice versa. Some may disagree, arguing, for instance, that a 

position can already be called sentimentalist if it denies that the capacity for 

moral judgment depends on only rational capacities. If we take this route, 

only strong process rationalist positions should be considered rationalist; all 

other positions, including all weak process positions, should be considered 

sentimentalist. This is an asymmetrical way of distinguishing between 

process rationalism and process sentimentalism: While process 

sentimentalist positions can claim that the capacity for moral judgment 

depends on both rational and affective capacities, process rationalist 

positions cannot. 

A possible example of an asymmetrical interpretation can be found in 

Maiese (2014). The position of Michelle Maiese, which she calls ‘modest 

sentimentalism’, is that “reasoning and emotion are interdependent and thus 

inseparable during the course of human moral cognition” (Maiese, 2014, p. 

824). Both reasoning and emotion are necessary in order to be capable of 

moral judgment (Maiese, 2014, p. 808). To be more specific, emotions are 

important for moral judgment because of their role in affective framing: the 

capacity to pre-reflectively recognize elements in the environment we care 

about (Maiese, 2014, pp. 817, 818). 
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A possible causal model representation of her position is shown in 

Figure 7. This representation assumes that affective framing and reasoning 

are separate variables in the theory of Maiese (2014), although she suggests 

that “emotion and conscious reasoning […] are not clearly distinguishable or 

separable processes at all” (p. 826). I interpret this sentence (and sentences 

like it) as claiming that the contributions of reason and emotion to moral 

judgment are inseparable (or, in other words, that emotion and reason are 

both necessary for moral judgment), not that it is impossible to separate 

reason from emotion. This is because, shortly thereafter, Maiese (2014) 

claims that “if either aspect is deficient, then decision-making and moral 

judgment begin to break down; and if either is absent altogether, then there 

is good reason to think that full-fledged moral judgment will not be possible” 

(p. 826). This sentence only makes sense if emotion and reasoning can be 

separated from each other. 

 The position of Maiese (2014) has two direct causes: affective framing 

(AAF) and reasoning (RPR). We need both: without one or the other, we will 

lack a capacity for moral judgment. Both the causal impact and causal 

structure approach would not lead us to call this position sentimentalist, 

unlike Maiese. Instead, we would call it a hybrid position. In the case of the 

Figure 7. Causal model fitting the position of 

Maiese (2014). Both affective framing (AAF) 

and reasoning (RPR) cause the capacity for 

moral judgment (M). Moreover, RPR and AAF 

cause each other. 
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causal structure approach, this is because the capacity for moral judgment is 

directly caused by both rational and affective capacities, and those direct 

causes are not dependent on anything else. For the causal impact approach, 

the reason is that both AAF and RPR have the same causal impact: without 

either, we would be completely incapable of moral judgment. Therefore, 

Maiese (2014) seems to interpret the debate in an asymmetrical way: There 

are no hybrid positions, since any position that denies that the capacity for 

moral judgment depends on only rational capacities is sentimentalist. 

 To summarize: using causal graph theory, we discovered that the 

distinction between process rationalism and sentimentalism is ambiguous in 

at least two ways. First, we can make the distinction on the basis of causal 

structure or causal impact. The main difference between the two is in their 

consideration of indirect causes. Second, we can make the distinction 

between process rationalism and sentimentalism in a symmetrical or 

asymmetrical way. So, using causal graph theory, we already made some 

progress: we discovered ambiguities about the distinction between process 

rationalism and sentimentalism. It is important to stipulate such a 

distinction in a clear way, because it would clarify what the debate is exactly 

about. 

 The position of Maiese (2014) also poses another problem. Plausibly, 

the claim that rational and affective capacities are interdependent on each 

other means that they cause each other. In that case, the functioning of 

affective framing causes the functioning of reasoning and vice versa. This 

creates a cycle between the two kinds of capacity. Such cycles are not 

permitted in causal graph theory, since this theory makes use of Directed 

Acyclic Graphs (DAGs). Even worse, this will pose a problem for any position 

that argues that psychological capacities are interdependent on each other, 



124 Chapter 4 

 

since we can interpret this as involving cycles. In the following section, I will 

elaborate on how to deal with these and other special cases. 

 

 

4.6. Special cases: Cycles and diachronic relations 

 

There are two cases that warrant special consideration. First are models, 

such as that of Maiese (2014), which include cycles between variables. 

Positions that include cycles are relatively rare. As we have seen, process 

positions have in common that they exclude the possibility that the capacity 

for moral judgment can cause an affective or rational capacity. Therefore, 

cycles between the capacity for moral judgment and psychological capacities 

are not possible. However, cycles between psychological capacities 

themselves are possible. 

 Accommodating cycles could be done in two ways. First, we can 

assume that psychological capacities do not cause each other at the same 

time. In that case, we can represent the model in an acyclic way by adding a 

Figure 8. ‘Unwinded’ causal model fitting the 

position of Maiese (2014). Both affective 

framing (AAF) and reasoning (RPR) causes the 

capacity for moral judgment (M). At T (left), 

AAF causes RPR. At T+1 (right), RPR causes AAF. 
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time index (Hitchcock, 2019; Shalizi, 2018, pp. 498 - 500). For instance, the 

position of Maiese (2014) is compatible with a model where, at time t, the 

capacity for emotion causes the capacity for reasoning, while both cause the 

capacity for moral judgment. However, the capacity for reasoning causes the 

capacity for emotion at time t + 1, which in turn causes the capacity for 

reasoning at t + 2, and so on (see Figure 8). This solution works if our 

measurements can be precise enough to distinguish the values of variables 

between time periods. Otherwise, we cannot collect the data that is required 

to evaluate the model. Another, more complex, solution would be to use an 

adaptation of causal graph theory that uses additional assumptions but is 

compatible with cycles. For instance, Spirtes (1995) shows that d-separation 

entails conditional independence if we assume, among other things, that 

variables are linearly related to each other.16 Development of new and very 

intricate kinds of causal models that can accommodate both cycles and 

unobserved variables is ongoing (see, for instance, Bongers et al. (2020) for a 

recent paper on this subject). 

Another special case is diachronic relations, where a variable only 

affects other variables during a developmental period but not after that. This 

involves causal relations between variables that change over time. Kennett 

(2006) uses an example that involves such relations: She argues that “if it 

turns out that young children’s normal affective responses to distress in 

others trigger the development of the capacities rationalists claim as 

essential to moral judgement and moral agency, then this is something 

rationalists can happily accommodate” (p. 79). In that case, affective 

                                                

16 To be more specific, it assumes that each variable is a function of a linear equation 

consisting of its parents and an error term, and that these error terms are each 

normally distributed (Spirtes, 1995, pp. 493). Also, if some errors are not 

independent from each other, the graph and equations need to be adapted by 

including additional variables that indicate unmeasured common causes (see 

Spirtes, 1995, p. 494). 
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capacities only cause the capacities that are necessary for moral judgment 

during a developmental period. After that, they do not causally affect these 

capacities. 

One way to represent diachronic relations could be by using a time 

index (Hitchcock, 2019). First, we must distinguish between affective 

capacities during the developmental period, AT0, from the same affective 

capacities outside of that period, AT1. AT0 causes AT1 and rational capacities 

(R); R, in turn, causes the capacity for moral judgment (M). This results in 

the model shown in Figure 9. 

To summarize, both cycles and diachronic relations can be 

accommodated in causal models by adding a time index. A cycle can be 

represented by alternating the causal direction over time. Diachronic 

relations between variables can be represented by distinguishing between a 

variable during a developmental period and the same variable outside of that 

period. 

 

 

Figure 9. A diachronic process position. An 

affective capacity during a developmental 

period (AT0) causes both a rational capacity 

(R) and the same affective capacity outside 

that developmental period (AT1). R causes the 

capacity for moral judgment (M). 
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4.7. Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, I have elaborated on how to represent rationalist and 

sentimentalist process positions as causal models. Causal models of process 

positions have three variables in common: rational capacities (R), affective 

capacities (A) and the capacity for moral judgment (M). Moreover, they all 

include at least either an A  M or an R  M relation, and they exclude M  

A and M  R relations. 

Two kinds of process position can be distinguished. Strong process 

positions claim that the capacity for moral judgment depends on only 

affective or only rational capacities. These positions either entail the 

sentimentalist causal model shown in Figure 2a or the rationalist one shown 

in Figure 2b. However, they have become fairly unpopular and require 

implausible evidence. Weak process positions, on the other hand, claim that 

the capacity for moral judgment depends on both rational and affective 

capacities. To represent process positions, we need to infer the causal 

commitments of these positions. However, these are not always clear. 

Clearing up these ambiguities would lead to progress in the debate between 

process rationalism and sentimentalism. 

There is another ambiguity. Rationalist and sentimentalist process 

positions can be distinguished from each other in two different ways: causal 

impact and causal structure. According to the causal impact approach, we 

need to determine whether manipulating all rational or all affective 

capacities have a larger impact on the capacity for moral judgment. 

According to the causal structure approach, we need to determine whether 

the capacity for moral judgment ultimately depends on solely rational or 

affective capacities. These approaches differ in how they take indirect causes 

into account, exposing an important ambiguity in the debate. Moreover, the 
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distinction between process rationalism and sentimentalism can be made in 

either a symmetrical or an asymmetrical way. According to the latter, only 

strong process rationalist positions should be called rationalist; all other 

positions should be called sentimentalist. So, participants in the debate need 

to stipulate an exact distinction between process rationalism and 

sentimentalism. For now, I will assume a symmetrical interpretation of the 

debate and thus make a distinction between strong and weak process 

positions. 

Finally, cycles and diachronic relations could be accommodated by 

using a time index. In the case of cycles, such an index could be used to 

designate alternate causal directions over time. For diachronic relations, 

they could be used to distinguish the same variables during and outside a 

developmental period.  
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