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7. Conclusion 

 

 

7.1. Introduction 

 

In this dissertation, I have examined whether and how empirical research 

can contribute to the debate between rationalism and sentimentalism. In 

particular, I have asked two questions. First: Is empirical research relevant 

for the debate at all? Second: Given that it is relevant, how to use empirical 

research to evaluate rationalist and sentimentalist positions? 

 By answering these questions, I have shown that there is still some 

way to go before empirical evidence is used to its fullest potential. On the one 

hand, this is because of ambiguities in the debate. On the other hand, it is 

because of a lack of empirical data that is truly relevant to the debate. 

Moreover, I have shown a way to formalize the relation between theories of 

moral judgment and empirical evidence, by using the tools of causal graph 

theory (Pearl, 2009; Spirtes et al., 2000). Such a formalization can be used 

to compare rationalist and sentimentalist positions on empirical support. 

This is an improvement over merely showing that rationalist and 

sentimentalist positions enjoy some empirical support, by citing a few 

empirical studies that are consistent with these positions. 

 In a more general sense, I hope to have shown that closely examining 

the link between philosophical positions and empirical evidence is a 

promising way to make progress. This holds both for the debate between 

rationalism and sentimentalism in particular and philosophical debates 

where empirical evidence plays a role in general. Examining the link between 

empirical evidence and philosophical positions can show us, among other 

things, the conditions that need to be satisfied in order for empirical 
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evidence to be relevant, ambiguities that need to be clarified, and what 

empirical evidence we actually need to collect. 

In this conclusion, I have two aims. First, I will formulate the answer 

to the main question of this dissertation: Whether and how empirical 

research can contribute to the debate between rationalism and 

sentimentalism. Answering this question will show what still needs to be 

done in order to unlock the full potential of empirical research. Second, I will 

show that this examination of the link between empirical evidence and a 

philosophical debate can be translated into a research program. In a narrow 

sense, it can be seen as a research program within the debate between 

rationalism and sentimentalism. However, we can take an even broader 

view. Specifically, we can translate the approach I have taken into any 

philosophical debate where empirical evidence plays a role.  

 

 

7.2. Whether and how empirical research can contribute to the 

debate between rationalism and sentimentalism 

 

We are now in a position to formulate an answer to the main question: Is 

empirical evidence relevant for the debate between rationalism and 

sentimentalism, and, if so, how can we use such evidence to compare 

rationalist and sentimentalist positions on empirical support? To answer this 

question, we first had to examine whether empirical evidence is relevant for 

the debate between rationalism and sentimentalism at all.  

 To make the case that empirical evidence can contribute to the debate 

between rationalism and sentimentalism, two problems had to be solved. 

First is the problem of methodology:  Is the debate about a conceptual 

question – about what counts as a moral judgment – or an empirical one – 
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about how we actually make moral judgments? The debate between 

rationalism and sentimentalism is about the question whether moral 

judgment is a matter of reason or affect, which can be divided in at least two 

issues. First, there is the question about the mental state we are in when we 

make a moral judgment: Is this an affective state or a belief? Second, there is 

the question of whether the process of making moral judgments depends on 

rational or affective capacities. In other words, would we be less capable or 

even incapable of moral judgment without specific affective or rational 

capacities? According to process rationalism, the capacity for moral 

judgment depends on rational capacities, while according to process 

sentimentalism, it depends on affective capacities. 

 I have argued that at least process positions are an empirical matter; 

it is unlikely that the truth of a specific process position is part of the concept 

of moral judgment. First, the correct attribution of moral judgment would in 

that case depend on whether the person making the judgment has the 

requisite affective or rational capacities. Since we often do not know this, 

attributing a moral judgment would not be possible in a large amount of 

cases. Second, to stipulate which capacities are required for moral judgment 

a priori, without knowing what role they play in making moral judgments, 

would lead to arbitrariness. For instance, if being capable of empathy would 

not make a difference for which considerations we take into account when 

making moral judgments, which is a priori possible, then it would be 

arbitrary to consider only those capable of empathy as being capable of 

moral judgment.    

 So, empirical evidence is at least relevant for process positions; it is 

implausible that process rationalism or sentimentalism is true a priori. 

However, I have argued that we still need a concept of moral judgment 

before we can evaluate the empirical support of process rationalist and 
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sentimentalist positions: the problem of logical priority. Since there is no 

consensus on a concept of moral judgment, empirical research can lead to 

allegations of question-begging, since we could risk assuming a concept of 

moral judgment that one of the parties does not support. 

 One way of solving this problem is to develop a notion of moral 

judgment that avoids question-begging as much as possible: a minimalist 

account of moral judgment. I argued that both rationalists and 

sentimentalists are likely to agree that moral judgments are expressed by 

moral utterances: sentences that appear to attribute moral properties to 

actions. Moreover, such moral utterances must be sincere. Finally, moral 

judgments need to be sensitive to morally relevant considerations, in the 

sense that people need to be disposed to change their moral judgment in 

response to a difference in morally relevant considerations. This part is 

crucial: Arguably, the core disagreement between rationalists and 

sentimentalists is whether rational or affective capacities allow us to 

recognize that specific kinds of considerations, such as harm or violation of 

rights, have moral significance. Can we reason our way to valuing the well-

being of others or do we need to feel that it is important? 

 This last element, sensitivity to morally relevant considerations, can 

lead to problems: rationalists and sentimentalists are unlikely to deem the 

same considerations morally relevant. Moreover, ‘morally relevant 

considerations’ can be spelled out in two ways. First, it can be spelled out in a 

descriptive sense: those considerations most of us use when making moral 

judgments. This leads to an account of ordinary moral judgment. Second, it 

can be spelled out in a normative sense: considerations we should use when 

making moral judgments, according to a specific normative theory. This 

leads to an account of ideal moral judgment. Rationalists generally give an 
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account of ideal moral judgment, while sentimentalists often given an 

account of ordinary moral judgment, leading to cross-talk. 

 Despite that, rationalists and sentimentalists may agree on at least 

some morally relevant considerations. One candidate is harm. If rationalists 

and sentimentalists agree on this, we can examine whether being sensitive to 

this consideration requires rational or affective capacities. In other words, 

we can examine the question of whether considerations of harm would affect 

our moral judgments even if we would lack rational or affective capacities. 

That way, we can evaluate the empirical support of rationalist and 

sentimentalist positions.       

 To summarize, I made the case that empirical evidence is at least 

relevant for the debate between process rationalism and sentimentalism, 

which is about whether the capacity for moral judgment depend on rational 

or affective capacities. The truth of these positions is likely to depend on the 

actual, empirical role rational and affective capacities play. However, in 

order to do actual empirical research, I have argued that we still need to have 

a concept of moral judgment that rationalists and sentimentalists agree on. 

This requires finding a consideration that both rationalists and 

sentimentalists deem morally relevant. After finding such a consideration, 

we can examine whether being sensitive to it depends on rational or affective 

capacities, allowing us to evaluate process rationalist and sentimentalist 

positions. 

 Now we can move on to the second question: How to actually use 

empirical evidence to evaluate the empirical support of process rationalist 

and sentimentalist positions? Answering it required examining how to derive 

empirical predictions from theories of moral judgment and how to compare 

these predictions with the empirical data. This examination uncovered 
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ambiguities in the debate, since those ambiguities made it harder to derive 

clear predictions. 

 To provide the link between process rationalist and sentimentalist 

positions on the one hand and empirical predictions on the other, I have 

argued that rationalist and sentimentalist positions can be interpreted as 

positions about the causes of the capacity for moral judgment. Furthermore, 

I have argued that we can distinguish between strong process positions, 

where only affective or only rational capacities cause the capacity for moral 

judgment, and weak process positions, where both play a role.  

 This leads to the first ambiguity: If most positions concede that both 

rational and affective capacities cause the capacity for moral judgment, then 

on what basis can we distinguish between rationalism and sentimentalism? I 

have argued that this can at least be done in two different ways: on the basis 

of causal impact and causal structure. Moreover, even when choosing either 

approach, the distinction between process rationalism and sentimentalism 

can be made in different ways. One way is symmetrical, in which case a 

position is rationalist or sentimentalist depending on the relative importance 

of rational and affective capacities. Another is asymmetrical, in which case a 

position is rational if the capacity for moral judgment depends on only 

rational capacities; it is sentimentalist otherwise. In this dissertation, I have 

taken the symmetrical approach. 

 As we have seen, since rationalist and sentimentalist positions can be 

interpreted as consisting of causal claims, we can represent these positions 

as causal models. To do this, we need to infer the causal commitments of 

these positions. Unclarity about these causal commitments is a second 

source of ambiguity. If the causal commitments of a position are unclear, 

multiple causal models can be derived from that position, without being 

clear which one is the intended one. Each causal model entails its own set of 
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predictions. In that case, we do not know which kinds of evidence are 

relevant for the position in question. 

 If it is clear how to represent a rationalist or sentimentalist position 

as a causal model, we can derive predictions from it by using the tools of 

causal graph theory (Pearl, 2009; Spirtes et al., 2000). Doing this for 

relatively straightforward theories like that of Shaun Nichols (2004; 2002) 

and Heidi L. Maibom (2005) already yielded an important result: We need 

empirical data on the relation between performance on moral, affective and 

rational tasks in order to truly evaluate rationalist and sentimentalist 

positions on empirical support. 

 To summarize, examining the link between empirical evidence and 

the debate between process rationalism and sentimentalism showed that 

there is still a ways to go before empirical evidence is used to its fullest 

potential. First, there needs to be debate on a minimalist account of moral 

judgment that both process rationalists and sentimentalists can agree on. In 

particular, they need to agree on a set of morally relevant considerations. 

Then, we can examine whether being sensitive to these considerations 

depend on rational or affective capacities. 

 Second, there needs to be clarity about the distinction between 

process rationalism and sentimentalism. If most rationalists and 

sentimentalists concede that both rational and affective capacities play a 

role, then on what basis can we say that a position is rationalist or 

sentimentalist? As I have hopefully shown, a good way to make progress on 

this question is to spell this relation out in terms of causes. 

 Third, the link between process rationalist and sentimentalist 

positions on the one hand and empirical predictions on the other needs to be 

made explicit. Only in that case will it be clear what kinds of evidence will 

support or undermine process rationalist and sentimentalist positions. 
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Finally, we need different kinds of empirical data, especially data on the 

relation between performance on moral, affective and rational tasks. 

Moreover, experimental data on the effect of rational and affective capacities 

on the capacity for moral judgment, if at all possible, will also be helpful to 

evaluate the empirical support of rationalist and sentimentalist positions.  

 

 

7.3. A proposal for a new research program 

 

To summarize the previous section, I have shown that examining the relation 

between empirical research and the debate between rationalism and 

sentimentalism illuminates a lot of ways in which the debate and its link to 

empirical evidence can be clarified. One way to interpret this dissertation is 

as a proof of concept for research of this kind. Therefore, a fitting end is to 

propose a research program that examines this link between philosophical 

debates and empirical research further. 

 This research program has both a broad and a narrow variant. The 

narrow variant is about the debate between rationalism and sentimentalism 

specifically. In that case, the research program consists of several aims. One 

is to achieve consensus between the majority of rationalists and 

sentimentalists on the kinds of empirical evidence that is relevant for 

evaluating their positions. This involves discussing how we should 

distinguish between rationalism and sentimentalism and examining which 

considerations most rationalists and sentimentalists deem morally relevant. 

Another aim is to infer the predictions made by other positions besides those 

of Nichols (2004; 2002) and Maibom (2005). This may lead to discoveries 

about even other kinds of empirical data that need to be collected. A third 
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aim is to actually obtain the relevant empirical evidence, in order to evaluate 

rationalist and sentimentalist positions on empirical support. 

 The narrow research program would also involve making progress on 

some important lacunas in this dissertation. In the previous chapter, I have 

made a start on how to evaluate rationalist and sentimentalist positions 

more generally. A way to make progress is to examine this further: Which 

assumptions do we need in order to evaluate the empirical support of 

rationalism and sentimentalism in general, and are we justified in making 

them?  Besides that, another important lacuna is the relation between tasks 

and the psychological capacities they are meant to measure. For instance, do 

using high-risk strategies in the gambling task show a lack of practical 

reasoning or a lack of fear? Related to this, can affective and rational 

capacities be measured independently of each other? Answering these 

questions not only has consequences for which empirical evidence is relevant 

but also for the debate between rationalism and sentimentalism as a whole. 

If rational and affective capacities cannot be distinguished from each other, 

then it seems we should opt for a hybrid position on the matter.  

 So, even applied narrowly to the debate between rationalism and 

sentimentalism, there is enough work to be done for a research program. 

However, we can also take the approach of this dissertation and apply it to 

other philosophical debates where empirical research plays a role: the broad 

version of the research program. This approach consists of several steps. 

First, we need to examine the philosophical debate in question and its 

relation to empirical evidence. What is the debate about and in what sense 

can empirical evidence make a contribution? Second, after deciding which 

aspects are responsive to empirical evidence, we can examine these aspects 

and their relation to empirical evidence further. What kinds of empirical 

evidence are needed to support or refute both general and specific positions 
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in the debate? This examination will uncover what parts of the debate need 

to be clarified in order to truly derive predictions from particular positions. 

Moreover, we can discover what further empirical data is yet to be collected 

in order to make progress. 

 To illustrate, one possibility is to apply this approach to the debate 

about the relation between moral judgment and motivation. Moral judgment 

internalists argue that moral judgments are necessarily but defeasibly 

motivating, while moral judgment externalists deny this. The broader 

research program can be applied to this issue as follows. First, we should 

examine whether the debate is about a conceptual or an empirical issue. Is it 

about whether moral judgments are actually motivating, or whether moral 

judgments only count as such if they are? If it is an empirical issue, then we 

can relate positions to empirical evidence. First, we need to ask the question 

how to distinguish between internalism and externalism. Do only internalists 

think that moral judgments cause moral behavior? Or do they both think 

that, while only internalists predict a very strong effect? After clarifying their 

positions in terms of causal claims, we can derive predictions and compare 

them with the empirical evidence. This may lead to the discovery that other 

kinds of empirical evidence are relevant than previously assumed. 

 So, enough work remains to be done. For the debate between 

rationalism and sentimentalism, we still need to clarify aspects of it, infer 

predictions from rationalist and sentimentalist positions and collect relevant 

empirical data. However, examining the link between empirical evidence and 

other philosophical debates is also likely to be fruitful. We have a long way to 

go before we can determine the true potential of empirical evidence to 

resolve philosophical debates.  
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