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Background. This research investigates intuitions 
about transitivity in causal chains. If it is known that 
A causes B and B causes C, does this imply that A 
causes C? Most normative accounts agree that cau-
sality is transitive, but previous research indicates 
that people’s intuitions in this regard are very hetero-
geneous across different cases (e.g., Johnson & Ahn, 
2015). It is not yet well understood which item pro-
perties determine the degree to which a given chain 
is judged to be transitive.

Our experiments focus on cases in which human 
agency turns out to be involved in the implementati-
on of an established type-level causal relationship. 
Building on prior work by Hilton, McClure, and 
Sutton (2009, Figure 1), we asked whether finding 
out that a natural root cause influences its effects by 
affecting intentional agents’ decisions makes the 
chain intransitive (Figure 2). Intentional agents may 
be seen as unmoved movers who initiate causal pro-

Fig. 2: hypothesis
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cesses rather than merely transfer external influen-
ces, producing intransitive chains and screening off 
the influence of the root cause from the explanan-
dum.

Experiments. In a first experiment, we demonst-
rated the effect using a newly developed paradigm 
(Table 1). Firstly, subjects learned that the type-level 
causal relationship between a certain root cause and 
a certain effect existed. We then varied between sub-
jects whether the mechanism was implemented by a 
deliberately acting person or by a blind physical pro-
cess (for materials, see Table 2). Figure 3 shows that 
intransitivity was obtained when the mechanism 
was an intentional agent.

In a second experiment, we shed light on the 
question whether intentionality is sufficient to 
render a type-level causal chain intransitive. In previ-
ous studies, the agent’s actions were also morally ab-
normal. We removed this confound by comparing 

two agents which were or were not morally dubious. 
As is shown by Figure 4, we solely obtained causal 
intransitivity in the case in which an intentional 
agent simultaneously violated a norm. In contrast, an 
unsuspicious agent realizing the causal mechanism 
elicited transitive causal judgments.

Conclusions. Taken together, these findings indi-
cate that type-level mechanisms involving intentio-
nal action lead to intuitions of causal intransitivity, 
but only when these actions are norm-violating. This 
result may indicate that potentially a more general 
principle underlies intuitions of causal intransitivity. 
They may arise whenever the causal relationship is 
implemented by a highly unstable mechanism requi-
ring highly specific boundary conditions (Figure 5). 
Future work will explore this possibility with inani-
mate materials where the uncovered mechanism vi-
olates statistical rather than moral norms (Hitchcock 
& Knobe, 2009).

Contact: jnagel1@uni-goettingen.de

A

B

C

How appropriate is the
following description:

„A is crucial for the
occurrence of C“

How appropriate are the
following descriptions:

„A is crucial for the 
occurrence of C.“
„B is crucial for the 
occurrence of C.“

Experiment 2Experiment 1

Physiology

Learning
Phase 1

Pre-Mechanism
Assessment

Learning
Phase 2 (IV)

Post-Mechanism
Assessment

Teacher Scale
Accurate
Operator

Biased
Operator

Central
Computer

Human
Agency

A‘

Abnormal
Event

Outcome

Natural
Cause

Abnormal
Event

Outcome

Natural
Cause

Blind
Mechanism

Effect

Natural
Cause

Human
Agency

Effect

A B

A

C

A

C

B1 vs. B2

C

Fig. 5: future directions

Fig. 4: Results of Exp. 2 (n = 201)


