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Abstract
The purpose of this paper is to critically review Prinz’s constitution model.
According to commonly suggested models, moral judgment is the result of specific
cognitive processes that are intuitive, emotional or rational. According to Prinz,
sentimentalist views argue that such judgments are caused by emotions. In contrast,
he argues that moral judgment is constituted, not caused, by them. I will expose
Prinz’s argument to support his proposal and outline some inconsistencies of it.
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Modelo constitutivo del juicio moral de Jesse Prinz:
Una lectura crítica
Resumen
El propósito del presente ensayo es presentar una lectura crítica del modelo
de constitución concebido por Jesse Prinz. De acuerdo con los modelos más
significativos que se han producido hasta el momento, el juicio moral es el
resultado de procesos cognitivos específicos, ya sean estos de tipo intuitivo,
emocional o racional. Según afirma Prinz, la perspectiva sentimentalista
sostiene que tales juicios son causados por emociones. En contraste, él
defiende una tesis según la cual el juicio moral está constituido, no es
causado, por aquéllas. En este artículo se presentará el argumento con el
que Prinz sustenta su propuesta y se expondrán algunas inconsistencias.
Palabras clave: sentimiento; emoción; juicio moral; modelo de constitución;
procesos cognitivos.
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Introduction
Which mental or brain process is involved in the production of a
moral judgment? Researchers working on different areas have recently
offered answers to this question. For instance, Haidt (2001) proposed the
social-intuitionist model, according to which moral judgment is caused by
emotions, and reasoning follows its expression; Greene et al. (2004) put
forth a dual-process theory where they argue that moral judgment is caused
by both emotional and cognitive processes; finally, Nichols (2004) has
suggested that moral judgment is expressed by means of sentimental rules,
which are constituted by an affective mechanism and a normative theory.
Prinz, for his part, and in agreement with sentimentalist theories, proposes
the constitution model, and claims that emotions do not cause but constitute
themselves the moral judgment.
In contrast with these views, Hauser (2006) presents a rawlsian model,
according to which a moral faculty causes the moral judgment, and both
emotions and reasoning appear afterwards. Each of these proposals, as well
as the research conducted by Damasio (2007), Moll et al. (2002), Prehn et
al. (2008), Heekeren et al. (2005, 2003), Ciaramelli et al. (2007), Koenigs et
al. (2007), Cushman and Young (2011), Ditto and Liu (2012), to name a few,
1
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offer a significant advance in the research of the psychological architecture
of moral judgment.
A critical analysis of Blair (1995), Nichols (2004), Haidt (2001),
Greene (2004), and Hauser (2006) can be found in the first two chapters of
Tovar and Ostrosky (2013). In this paper, in turn, I carry out an analysis of
Prinz’s proposal. Prinz’s work (Prinz, 2007, 2008) takes place within the
debate regarding the mental or brain processes involved in the expression
of a moral judgment. He gathers a considerable part of the discussion and
defines important concepts, such as ‘emotion’ and ‘moral judgment’, which
are neither defined by Blair nor by Hauser in their works. Prinz aims to build
a model that responds to various problems encountered in the previous ones.
The purpose of this paper is to establish a dialogue with this author in order
to disclose some of the deficiencies of his proposal.
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The constitution model
In what follows, I present some important definitions before discussing
the model with which Prinz explains the psychological processes involved
in the expression of a moral judgment.
According to Prinz’s embodied appraisal theory (2004a, see also
2004b), emotions are perceptions of programmed bodily changes that carry
information about our relationship with an environment. Such perceptions
represent danger (loss, offense, etc.) as they have evolutionarily developed
to trigger in the face of it (loss, offense, etc.). On the other hand, Sentiments
are dispositions to experience emotions: this implies that emotions should
not be considered sentiments, since sentiments are –to say it again– merely
dispositions to experience emotions.
Prinz calls sentiments moral rules, and emotions moral judgments
(Prinz, 2007, 96). To put it in another way, a moral rule is a sentiment and a
moral judgment is an emotion. On the basis of his theory, Prinz establishes the
constitution model, according to which emotions constitute moral judgments
(Prinz 2007, 23-99; 2008, 162). This model contrasts with the one he calls
causal model, which affirms that moral judgments cause emotions, and are
therefore independent from them (Prinz 2007, 23).
According to Prinz, moral concepts allow us to be disposed to otherblame emotions when we are victims of their transgressions, and self-blame
emotions when we are the transgressors (i.e. emotions of self-blame refers to
the set of emotions we experience while committing a transgression, Prinz
2007, 90 and 95). If you believe that doing X is wrong, you have a long-term
representation in your memory that disposes you to feel guilt or shame for
doing X; alternatively, you feel anger, contempt or disgust if another does X.

Remarks on Prinz’s Model
i. There appears to be an inconsistency in the second stage of Prinz’s
model. He states that he calls the sentiment a ‘moral rule’; however, while
describing the second stage of his model he argues that the moral rule causes
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Prinz presents the model through which he aims to explain the stages
of information-processing that lead to a moral judgment in the following
way: first, a perceived event is categorized; we classify it according to
knowledge we have obtained during previous experiences. Second, long-term
memory recovers a moral rule, which in turn activates a sentiment; third,
this sentiment produces a certain emotion depending on the subject’s context
(e.g. if you perceive someone stealing a wallet, you feel anger toward her);
fourth, such emotion – together with the representation of the perceived
action – produces the moral judgment (see Prinz 2007, 96).
Prinz argues that one of the main differences between his model and
those of Haidt (2001) and Nichols (2004), which also belong to the Humean
tradition, is that emotions constitute the moral judgment, whereas the model
of Haidt and Nichols considers that emotions cause it. Establishing a causal
relation, as Haidt and Nichols do, implies that the moral judgment could be
produced by something other than emotion, which contrasts with Prinz’s
rigid proposal, as in his view emotions co-occur with moral judgments
(Prinz 2007, 99).
Prinz’s model may be captured by the following sequence: on the first
level, we perceive an event and categorize it, that is, we classify it according
to knowledge we have gathered through previous experiences. On the
second level, this event activates a relevant emotion if in our long-term
memory we have a moral sentiment regarding this type of event (e.g. guilt,
if it is me who performs the action; anger, if it is someone else). On a third
level, a mental state results, which consists of a representation obtained by
perceiving the action with an emotion toward the action; this complex (the
representation of the action and the emotion) constitutes the judgment of
the action as right or wrong.
Accordingly, the moral judgment does not appear at a later stage to the
appearance of the emotion, but is constituted by this and by the representation
of the action. Afterwards, the subject might deliberate, express the judgment
in words or reevaluate the case and adjust her/his sentiments, etc. That is how
Prinz’s model explains the process that takes place during the expression
of a moral judgment. In what follows, I describe some of the deficiencies
of the constitution model.
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the sentiment.2 In other words, Prinz first establishes an identity relation
between moral rules and sentiments and then defends that the moral rules
cause the sentiments. An argument might perhaps be construed to show
that causality relations are for Prinz actually identity relations. However,
while comparing his model with those of Haidt or Nichols, Prinz clearly
distinguishes these two types of relations from one another: Haidt and
Nichols defend a causality relation between emotion and moral judgment; in
contrast, Prinz defends an identity relation and criticizes their posture. But,
if causality relations were shown to be identity relations there would be no
difference among Haidt’s, Nichols’s and Prinz’s models. In this case, Prinz’s
posture would no longer be interesting since it would not state anything
different to what Haidt and Nichols did. Why does Prinz, in presenting
his model, claim that moral rules cause the sentiments? Why does he not
maintain an identity relation between moral rules and sentiments, but does
maintain it between emotions and moral judgments? Does breaking up the
first relation (between moral rules and sentiments) imply breaking up the
second one (between moral judgments and emotions) as well? Prinz does
not answer these questions, which could cause his model to be inconsistent.
i.i. According to Prinz, some of the critics of emotionist theories3 argue
that no relationship can be established between emotions and moral values
since the former fluctuate, while the latter are stable. However, he claims
that this argument does not affect his theory since his model is dispositional.
Given that it is dispositional, it does not demand from each of our moral
judgments that it contains an emotional manifestation (Prinz 2007, 97).
As I show in what follows, Prinz’s answer to these critics compromises
his constitution model. This model’s main characteristic is that moral
judgments are constituted by emotions, which is what distinguishes it from
other models. In contrast to what I argued in the last paragraph, this means
that each of our moral judgments contains an emotional manifestation.
Following Prinz’s theory, emotions are completely different from sentiments.
An emotion is a type of perception (an embodied appraisal), whereas a
sentiment is a concept (to the extent that it represents secondary qualities),

“[…] to introduce a useful piece of terminology, we can call the sentiment a moral rule,
and we can call a particular emotional manifestation of that sentiment a moral judgment.”
“[…] The rule causes the sentiment to become active.” (Prinz 2007, 96, emphasis in the
original). And further on: “A rule is retrieved from memory, which activates a sentiment.” (97)
3
‘Emotionism’ is the term used by Prinz to refer to any theory that considers emotions
as essential in some way. This term should not be confused with ‘emotivism’, which is a
specific version of emotionism (Prinz 2007, 13).
2

I think of psychological dispositions as physically realized states of the mind. If realism
about the mind is true, then there is a fact of the matter whether someone has a sentiment;
there is a thing in the brain that is the realization of that disposition. […] So rather than saying
that moral properties exist in virtue of causing certain emotions under certain conditions,
we can say that they exist due to the fact that some observers have sentiments that dispose
them to have those emotions.
4
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as well as a disposition to have an emotion.4 Likewise, the brain activations
related to each are completely different: working memory activates emotions,
whereas long-term memory activates sentiments. Moral judgment is
constituted by emotions, not by sentiments. Prinz’s response to the critique
mentioned (to argue that his model is dispositional) implies that moral
judgments might be constituted by sentiments.
In sum, if emotions are different from sentiments, and moral judgments
are constituted by emotions, moral judgments cannot be constituted by
sentiments; they cannot lack of emotions. If moral judgments are constituted
by emotions, and sentiments are different from emotions, moral judgments
are, then, different from sentiments. Therefore, Prinz’s model cannot be
dispositional as long as it requires that each of our moral judgments contain
an emotional manifestation.
As noted, the only response that Prinz provides to the critique is that
his model is dispositional. This argument implies that moral judgments
might be produced by sentiments without the intervention of emotions.
Given that sentiments are different from emotions, Prinz happens to be
in a certain dilemma: either he defends a constitution or a dispositional
model. If he decides to defend the former, he is not able to respond to the
critique against emotionists; however, if he decides to defend the latter, his
constitution model is refuted.
i.i.i. A third remark on Prinz’s model is related to the cognitive basis of
moral judgment. According to Prinz, Haidt (2001) holds that moral attitudes
typically arise in the absence of deliberative reasoning; this means that no
deliberation is needed to express a moral judgment. Moral reasoning comes
for Haidt always after the expression of a moral judgment; for this reason
he argues that moral judgment is caused solely by emotions. Tovar and
Ostrosky (2013, 24-28) show an inconsistency in Haidt’s theory regarding
this matter. In contrast, Prinz accepts that there are cases in which we carry
out a deliberative reasoning before the action perceived that triggers inside
of us an emotional response, and consequently a moral judgment as well
(first level of the model) (Prinz 2007, 98).
According to Prinz, deliberation is what allows us to recognize an action
as moral. Establishing the difference between Haidt’s model and his own,

Prinz claims that Haidt’s has a certain deficiency: it does not allow for the
deliberation required for moral attitudes to arise:
Unlike Haidt, I do not want to insist that moral attitudes typically arise in
the absence of deliberative reasoning; it may take a lot of inference before
we see an action in a way that triggers an emotional response (Prinz 2007,
98).
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Prinz’s theory is emotionist, which means that he believes morality is
constituted by emotions and not by deliberation; nonetheless, his model
may suggest that deliberation (or inference, which seems to be equivalent)
is the foundation of morality (at least of what Prinz calls moral attitude). We
recognize an action as moral, Prinz would argue, on account of a deliberative,
and not of an emotional, process. It follows that emotions are posterior to
this process, which appears in the first and second levels of the model (as
presented above).
What has just been said implies that there are cases where deliberation
is at the basis of moral judgment, that is, one could argue that the basis of
moral judgment is not emotional but deliberative, although it is constituted
by emotions. Prinz’s purpose in The Emotional Construction of Morals
(2007) is to show that emotions are at the basis of morality. Prinz’s proposal
of an explanation of the psychological architecture of moral judgment
seems to be inconsistent with the general proposal of his moral theory.
This inconsistency is evident in his remarks to Haidt’s model. Soon after
presenting his proposal on the psychological architecture of moral judgment,
Prinz argues the following:
The model depicted [i.e., the constitution model] here has several nice features, which bear mention. First, it helps to diagnose cases in which moral judgments can be said to be erroneous. Consider Wheatley and Haidt’s
(2005) study described in chapter 1. They found that some people who
were hypnotized to feel disgust ended up morally condemning a perfectly
innocent individual. I think such condemnations qualify as errors because
they were not caused by sentiments in long-term memory, but rather by extraneous facts; they do not qualify as legitimate expressions of the subjects’
moral attitudes. In short, a wrong action is an action against which an observer has a moral rule. If an action is condemned because of hypnotically
induced disgust, it does not qualify as wrong (Prinz 2007, 96).

Afterwards, in an article published in 2008 entitled Is Morality Innate?
Prinz presents a very different interpretation from the one above:

I cannot adequately support the claim that moral norms are sentimental
norms here, but I offer three brief lines of evidence.
First, psychologists have shown that moral judgments can be altered by
eliciting emotions. For example, Wheatley and Haidt (2005) hypnotized
subjects to feel a pang of disgust whenever they heard an arbitrary neutral
word, such as ‘often’. They gave these subjects stories describing various
individuals and asked them to make moral assessments. Compared to a
control group, the hypnotized subjects gave signiﬁcantly more negative
moral appraisals when the key word was in the story, and they even morally
condemned individuals whom control subjects described in positive terms
(Prinz 2008, 369).
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In this quotation from the book in which he defends the emotionist
model, Prinz (2007) states that in Haidt’s and Wheatley’s experiment (2005)
subjects are not making moral judgments, by which he aims to refute Haidt’s
model. Again, “if an action is condemned because of hypnotically induced
disgust, it does not qualify as wrong” (Prinz 2007, 96). Thus, this kind of
judgment is not a moral one. Later, in the quote just presented, where Prinz
criticizes the innateness hypothesis, he uses the same study as evidence in
favor of his emotionist proposal, arguing that the individuals participating
in the experiment do make moral judgments.
In sum, Wheatley and Haidt’s (2005) study supports Prinz’s emotionist
theory, regardless of being valid or not. On the one hand, Prinz uses
Wheatley and Haidt’s experiment to support his own theory (Prinz 2008,
369), but, on the other, he criticizes this experiment to show a quality of
his emotionist theory (Prinz 2007, 96). Prinz’s inconsistent interpretation
of both Wheatley’s and Haidt’s experiment (2005) questions the rigidity of
his emotionist model.
i.v. A last remark on Prinz’s proposal is related with empirical evidence.
Prinz (2007 22s) argues that the experiments conducted in neuropsychology
serve as evidence in favor of emotionist postures, since all of them show
that the zones that activate when the subject is in an emotional state coincide
with those that activate while the subject makes a moral judgment.
Regarding that I will not present an argument to criticize the Prinz’s
perspective. I only want to point out that there are studies that seem to prove
something contrary to his view. In effect, recent studies in neuropsychology
have found that neural zones that activate while a subject is in an emotional
state are also active when the subject carries out high-level cognitive
processes (e.g. deliberation). See Pessoa and Adolph (2010); Salzman and
Fusi (2010); Prehn and Heekeren (2009); Pessoa (2008); Davidson (2000,
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2003); and Dolan (2002).5 As these researchers argue, the distinction
between emotional and rational processes does not correspond with the
brain’s architecture. It means that brain zones we thought activate only in
emotional processes are also active in deliberative processes — such as
the amygdala in the domain of emotion and the lateral prefrontal cortex in
the case of cognition (Pessoa, 2008)—. What I believe follows from this
finding, as such both emotionist and rationalist models ought to play a role
in the production of moral judgment. Accordingly, it is innocuous to defend
a strong interpretation of emotionism as Prinz does (2007, 9 and ch. 2).
In sum, the four remarks presented above allow me to claim that the
constitution model, according to which moral judgments are constituted by
emotions, is inconsistent. This also seems to affect Prinz’s emotionist theory,
at least in a tangential way. Certainly, as Prinz allows, there are cases in
which we make moral judgments without being in an emotional state (second
remark), and cases in which such a state is the product of a deliberation
(third remark). There also seems to be an inconsistency regarding the way
in which he presents the relationship between moral norms and sentiments
(first remark).
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Volume 52 (1-133) of Brain and Cognition is a special edition dedicated to affective
neuroscience. Various articles contained in it show that emotions imply an activation of the
cortical and subcortical zones. See specially Schulkin et al., Ericsson and Schulkin, and
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