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Abstract.

“What is the nature of emotional states”? This thesis attempts to answer that

»

question, by offering a “cognitive” theory of the emotions. That is; it

emphasises the cognitive component of emotional states, and therefore argues
that theories of emotion which regard them as falling outwith the category of
the rational are mistaken. Against some current versions of cognitivism,

however, I argue that the cognitive element is not a belief. The alternative
account offered here argues that the cognitive element should be thought of as
a “seeing-as’.

This account of the nature of emotional states leads to two further points.
Firstly, it suggests an account of why emétional states are valuable. In
elaborating such an account, I defend the claim that emotions offer a distinct

kind of cognitive grasp not afforded by mere belief. I then consider an
Aristotelian defence of this point in terms of the relationship between emotion
and character. This sort of defence, I claim, is, however only partially

successful; there remains a class of emotions whose value cannot be assessed
in terms of the contribution they make to character. The second main point
for which I argue is that psychological explanation generally must allow room
for cognitive states other than belief. One result of a failure to do so, is, I
claim, an inaccurate conception of the nature of rationality. In addition, a
failure to acknowledge the role of other cognitive states leads to a tendency to
icnore a range of types of conflict, both between emotional and beliefs and,
more generally, between beliefs and other cognitive states. Lastly, I claim
that, given the forgoing account of emotional understanding, we can see how

the experience of artworks can offer understanding and contribute to the

process of emotional education.
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Introduction.

The ancient Greeks concetved of human psychology by means of an analogy with
political organisation. For Plato, who elaborated the analogy 1n detail, warring forces

fight for control of the human psyche; the desired outcome being order and correct

functioning; the other, less desirable, result, subversion and tyranny of the human
subject- the denial of freedom and self-mastery. Order results when the appropriate
force - Reason, in Plato’s view - triumphs and dominates, tyranny when 1t 1s usurped
and denied. While this kind of analogy is no longer in detail part of our own popular
conception of human psychology, the central picture of the psyche as a battleground
where opposing forces are locked in continual struggle is familiar to us.

Although a great variety of kinds of conflict take place there- between obligation and
desire, self-interest and altruism, long and short term benefit, and many others - one
very general kind of opposition ﬁ'ames a multitude of more specific ones. This 1s the
(alleged) conflict between Reason and Emotion. Qur everyday talk is testimony to our
belief that one part of the mind is held to be responsible for thinking in a general sense-
solving problems, doing arithmetic and working out what we ought to believe- while
another 1s a seething cauldron of natural forces which drive our desires and spill over
every so often into uncontrollable outbursts.

These two aspects of our mental life are thought to be not merely distinct but
antagonistic. Reason, on the one hand, is seen as controlled, benign and impartial, while
emotion on the other is undisciplined, destructive and subjective. Reason is associated
with our capacity to grasp the truth; “rationality” designates the methods we employ in
thinking which seem most apt to lead to the formation of true beliefs. Emotion, by
contrast, is credited with subverting this process and misleading the intellect. Passion, it
is said, makes people unreasonable, and it is generally held as a truism that “getting
emotional” is a barrier to correct thinking.

So much then is at least paﬁ of our everyday folklore concerning the emotions. But
while it is of course undeniable that people often do act unreasonably while under the
sway of emotional states (as they also do while not under their sway) it is a quite

separate question whether emotional states are so completely without positive value as

this picture implies. Underlying the view that they are, may be an implicit conception of



the sorts of things emotional states are. Many people, if asked to characterise emotions,
resort to describing them in terms of feelings. This in turn suggests a tacit assimilation
to sensations. If this is indeed the popular conception of the nature of emotional states,

then it goes some way to explaining why they are thought to be brute forces of nature

with no cognitive value. In what follows I shall argue that this popular conception is

mistaken.
It is not clear whether “Folk psychology” is best thought of as a theory or not'. But if

it is, it is a theory geared to effective prediction of the behaviour of others, and not
primarily to fine distinctions between types of mental states. For this reason it 1s clear
that most people have only the roughest idea of how to specify what emotions are, since
our folk psychology does not seem to embody any detailed account of the kind of thing
an emotion is. And this lack of clarity leads to some genuine puzzlement- for while
there is broad agreement across a range of cases about which states are emotions and

~ which are not, there is a distinct lack of clarity about others; are being interested or
amused, desiring something, being puzzled also emotions? Whatever we finally say
about these cases, we have no obvious criterion already at hand which will help us settle
the matter.

Furthermore our inherited folk psychology is the product of a long history. The view
that the mind is a composite of distinct elements or forces, is, for example, a notorious
feature of much Enlightenment philosophy- both Hume and Kant are, in different ways,
good examples of this- and is also familiar from Freudian psychology. As noted above,
however, its origins can be traced much further back; at least as far as Plato’s tri-partite
conception of the soul, with its divisions and consequent conflicts. But its roots may be
still deeper and c;lder. Russell points out® that Platonic rationalism and particularly the
Pythagorean philosophy which inspired it, occupy ambiguous positions in the
development of Greek thought and religion. Pythagoras, although one of the great
innovators of rationalist mathematical thought, was also a reformer of the Orphic cult,
while Orpheus was himself a reformer of the religion of Dionysus. And it was a tenet of
both these cults that communion with the deity required intoxication- originally,

physical intoxication through alcohol, but later spiritual intoxication- and that their

! The debate between those who think it is a theory (The “Theory” theorists) and those who propose an
account based on simulation, is now well advanced. I return to this issue in the final chapter.

2 In The History of Western Philosophy, ch.1, Also on Plato’s relation to Pythagoras, see E. R. Dodds,
“Plato and The Irrational Soul” p.209, in The Greeks and The Irrational,



rituals produced states known as “enthusiasms” which allowed the god to enter the

worshipper. In this tradition, the path to spiritual truth involved an ecstasy of passion,
through which the worshipper, as Russell puts it,

“... recovers an intensity of feeling which prudence had destroyed; he finds the
world full of delight and beauty, and his imagination is suddenly liberated

from the prison of everyday preoccupations.”

(HWP p.36)

The importance of this picture lies in its being one of the first recorded world views to
articulate the conviction that grasping the structure of reality is essentially passionate;
true understanding is not merely intellectual, but requires emotion. However, it 1s the
rationalistic elements of Pythagoras’ teachings which proved more influential, through
their influence on Plato, and 1t 1s in the tradition that stems from him that we find
articulated the contrary view, that it is through the intellect alone that we grasp the truth
about the world.

In the D1ionysian conception we can see prefigured ideas which were much later to
absorb the artists, writers and philosophers of the Romantic period; the opposition
between society and the authentic, and between Reason and Passion. The emphasis on
excess, which we find for example in Blake, and on intoxication- which looms large in
Byron- are prefigured 1n the ancient Greeks. The complex of ideas known as
Romanticism emerged in part at least from a rejection of the attitudes of the
Enlightenment- in particular, in the present context, from a rejection of the identification
of humanity witl; the power of reason. And as a result of our inheritance of these

historical fragments, we find ourselves left with an often unnoticed ambivalence about
the value of our emotional lives.
We are, for example, suspicious of emotion as a force which brings bias,

muddleheaded thinking and inhibits objectivity. In respects such as these reason easily

wins out over emotion. Yet at the same time, we live by our emotions and accord them

overwhelming significance in our daily lives. Our deepest commitments are usually
emotional ones; for most of us, the people we love, the achievements of which we are
proud, the art which moves us, are the sorts of things which give life significance.

In other respects, however, we not only value emotion but tend to be suspicious of a

lack of it. Those who cannot feel pity, love, shame or joy are felt to be deficient in some



way. The person who does not grieve or feel pity is seen as cold, lacking in real
attachment to others. This absence 1s taken as a failure of some sort, and one we do not
regard as superficial. Rather, we take empathy and a range of other emotional

experiences as a sign that someone shares the same world as us. To be confronted with
someone who does not share our emotional orientation towards the world in this way
~ can be disturbing. In this respect, the psychopath lies at one end of a spectrum of

emotional disorders- someone who 1s completely devoid of fellow feeling and empathy.

And while we may attempt to minimise the significance of the psychopath by
classifying his disorder as “pathological” or “organic”, we recognise that less extreme
cases are both more familiar and nearer to us. Camus’ novel L ‘etranger, for example,
features the (anti-) hero Mersault, whose most striking characteristic is his emotional
alienation. Literature in general offers many examples, both of characters who struggle
to come to terms with the undesirable emotions they have and others who attempt to
understand their lack of emotion. In general then, we are torn between two contrary
views of emotions; on the one hand we regard them as merely hysterical impediments to

clear thinking, and on the other as constitutive of a correct grasp of what is valuable.

Our language, I think, also reflects this ambivalence. In English the two words

s 3

“Passion” and “Emotion” ° are used almost interchangeably - or at any rate, there is no

accepted account of a difference in meaning. But in certain contexts their meaning is not
the same. To describe someone as “highly emotional” would generally be taken as
indicating some kind of instability, and certainly would imply something negative-
perhaps an inability to think straight, to work, or to * face facts™. To describe someone
as “very passionate”, however, would not be taken as a critical or negative appraisal,
but on the contrhary, as saying something positive. It 1s reasonable to suspect that this
confusion is the result of the fragmentary nature of our historical inheritance.

Putting Folk Psychology to one side now, the history of philosophical thinking about
the emotions is in large part a sub-plot of the history of philosophical thinking about the
mind. That is to say that individual philosophers have generally formed their views
about the nature and value of emotions under pressure from their other philosophical

commitments; either commitments to general theories of the mental or to even more

3 Both of which have classical roots; “Passion” coming from the Greek “pathe”, and “Emotion” which

comes from the Latin “movere” meaning to move. This is a reflection of the “passivity” of emotional

states.



general metaphysical and ethical views. Plato’s view of what an emotional state is and
his tri-partite conception of the soul - which in turn is part of a bigger metaphysical and
epistemological picture- is an obvious instance of this. And what is true of Plato is also
true of Descartes, Hume, Spinoza and, in more modern times, Ryle and many others.

In this thesis I shall not attempt a comprehensive survey of the views of different
philosophers. Instead, my aim is to elucidate two questions; first, what are emotions,
and second, are they valuable, and 1f so why? These questions are connected in a fairly
obvious way, since the answer we give to the first question will constitute the

background to any answer we offer to the second. If, for example, it turns out that an

emotion 1s in general not unlike sensation, that fact will limit the kinds of reasons we
might credibly offer for valuing it. In general, I do not think that we do think that an
emotion is at bottom something comparable to a sensation- despite what our casual talk
might imply- and relatedly, we think their importance 1s quite distinct to that of

" sensations.

Although popular attitudes do not always reflect these claims, they are - in the
philosophical literature, at least- no longer seriously controversial. The tremendous
growth 1n the philosophy of mind since the fifties, and the flourishing of virtue ethics in
particular, have led to increasing interest in emotions, and consequently to a broad
consensus on what account should, roughly speaking, be given of them. Nevertheless,
there remains substantial disagreement about the details, as will emerge below. More
generally, there are several more general philosophical issues which are raised by
accounts of the emotions. One of these is that in the philosophy of mind ( and perhaps in
philosophy generally) there tends to be a rooted bias in favour of one kind of mental
state 1n paﬂicula}- belief.

It is this favouritism which has retarded our understanding of the nature of emotional
states, I claim, and led to a multiplication of subsidiary puzzles. In the remainder of this
introduction I will sketch the outline of the argument to be developed later, and illustrate

some of the other general claims I will be arguing for, and how they are connected to it.



Summary of the Argument.

The position to be argued for in what follows involves several claims. The first and
least controversial of these 1s that the popular conception of the relationship between

reason and emotion is a mistake. It 1s not, for example, the case that only reason offers
cognitive grasp of the world. Nor 1s 1t correct to claim that emotions are either irrational
or non-rational. In contrast, I claim that emotions involve understanding and so offer

cognitive grasp of features of the world. Secondly, they can be rational or irrational,
appropriate or inapproprmate.

These conclusions are in line with what most philosophers would now accept are the
correct outlines of a theory of emotions. This consensus has been reached primarily
through the rejection of the kind of account of emotions offered by Hume and
Descartes. The most glaring deficiency of those theories was their failure to
acknowledge the intentionality of emotions. Emotions are about things, they have
objects, and once this is recognised, the gap between emotions and other cognitive states

1s narrowed and it becomes clearer why it is a mistake to refuse them entry to the club of

potentially rational states.
However, to claim that emotions are cognitive states and can be rational, is not to say

much, and it leaves many questions unanswered. One outstanding question concerns the
nature of the cognitive element- is it, for example, a belief? This has certainly been the
majority view, although there have been dissenters. In the argument to be developed, I

will be siding with the dissenters. The significance of this question, 1s, as hinted above,

wider than a concern merely with emotions. Other puzzles arse 1f we think of the
cognitive element of an emotion as a belief. To take merely one of these; how should

we account for emotional responses to fiction, where there are no beliefs of the relevant
sort? This and other difficulties dissolve, I contend, once we recognise that there can be
cognitive states other than beliefs. My second claim then 1s that the cognitive
component of an emotion is not a belief. I try to say exactly what it is by exploring two
other ideas found in the work of two very different philosophers; Wittgenstein’s concept

of “aspect-perception”, and Aristotle’s use of the concept of “phantasia”.

There is, in addition, a more general issue connected to these, concerning the nature of
rationality. In contemporary philosophy the dominant view is that when it comes to

explaining behaviour, we should proceed by identifying appropriate beliefs and desires.



This belief/desire psychology would force us to regard many emotional states, such as
responses to fictions and others as irrational. My third claim is that this is a mistake,
and I try to show how we can grant these states a rational status. As a focus for these
concemns, I have chosen at various points to consider the work of Donald Davidson.
There are several reasons for this. First, Davidson’s own theory of emotions serves (in
chapter one) as an example of the kind of view I reject. Second, his account derives
explicitly from his more general advocacy of the belief/desire view of psychology,
which I also reject. The third reason is that implicit in his account is a picture of
understanding which 1s directly at odds with the one I propose, with the help of the
Wittgensteinian notion of aspect-perception.

Turning next to the question of the value of emotions, it would be natural- given the
account just sketched- to defend their value as deriving from the fact that they involve
understanding. However, at this point another problem arises. Whatever the cognitive

component of an emotion 1s, 1s 1t not the case that we can have this cognitive state- and

hence the understanding it affords- without having the full emotional state? This natural
line of thought would make it harder to explain what kind of cognitive grasp of things
was unique specifically to emotions. But as I indicated above, we are suspicious of
emotional deficits, and the natural way to understand this suspicion is in terms of a
cogntive failure of some sort. This has certainly been the suggestion of some recent
philosophers®. Such a view therefore owes some explanation of how emotions and only
emotions are related to understanding in the relevant ways.

This in turn raises a further general difficulty, familiar from philosophical discussions
in ethics and aesthetics, namely the theory known as cognitivism. A “cognitive” theory
of the emotions is generally taken to be one which takes emotions to have intentionality
and contain a cognitive element. But this leaves 1t unclear exactly how the cognitive
element and the emotion as a whole are related. In particular, is the cognitive element
sufficient for producing the emotion? The view that it 1s, I label “strong” cognitivism
about the emotions. This is distinct from two other positions, “weak’ and “moderate”
cognitivism. I argue that only “strong” cognitivism can fully deliver the sort of account
of emotions that the aforementioned intuitions might lead us to expect. This is my fourth

claim. My fifth claim is the tentative one that “strong” cognitivism is the correct view

and can be defended.

* Particularly Martha Nussbaum, for example in The Fragility of Goodness and The Therapy of Desire



There is another issue related to this, also concerning the value of the emotions. We
can put this issue in the following way; do emotions have intrinsic value, or only
instrumental value? For example, many psycholo gistss who favour cognitive views of
the emotions argue that without emotions we cannot socialise adequately, and

neurologists® are converging on the view that without emotions our general decision-
making abilities are severely impaired. I do not disagree with these claims. However, if
the value of emotions is only of this sort, then emotions can only be instrumentally

valuable. In contrast, I try to show that in addition to instrumental value, emotions are

also intrinsically valuable.

In the history of philosophy the most systematically developed account of the value of
emotions is to be found in the ethical writings of Aristotle. I spend some time 1n chapter
three elaborating this account; in particular the notions of character and integrity and of
moral education embodied in Aristotle’s moral psychology. Aristotle’s account of the
- significance of emotion is ultimately in terms of its ethical value. Although there 1s
great interest and appeal in this account, to the distinctively modern sensibilities of
many, it leaves out something crucial.

Here, I believe, there is an effective contrast to be drawn between Arnistotle’s account
and the views of Nietzsche. It will be enough to mention two aspects of this contrast
here. Nietzsche, although he explicitly disavowed the Romantic movement, espouses
views which are nevertheless unavoidably Romantic. In stark contrast to the traditions

of antiquity, Nietzsche gives supreme value not to the sphere of the ethical, but to the

aesthetic (Indeed, the distinction itself is a modern one). This is of a piece with his
fulminations against the attempts of previous philosophers (among them Aristotle) to

domesticate and render “healthy” our passions. Here, once again, I think, we encounter
grounds for distinguishing between “emotions” and “passions™. I pair these off as
follows: “emotion” is what Aristotle is concerned with, I claim, in talking of the
education of character, while “passion” is something slightly different, and is what
concemns Nietzsche. This is my sixth claim.

So Nietzsche is anxious to insist that the value of passion 1s not concerned with the

education of character in Aristotle’s sense, but with the aesthetic value of life. That is

the first point. The second is that he argues- in complete contradiction to Arnistotle- that

5 For example, Daniel Goleman, whose recent best-seller Emotional Intelligence argues this point.

§ Most notably, Antonio Damasio, Descartes’ Error, and Joseph LeDoux, The Emotional Brain.



the education of emotion is not only not desirable, but a complete disaster’. This raises

the general question of education. Can emotions be educated? And if so, how?
Secondly, should we take their education to be a good or a bad thing? Thirdly, if they
can be educated, what 1s 1t that we educate? This question brings us back to previous
1ssues; if the cognitive component of an emotion 1s a belief, then educating emotions

will involve educating beliefs. But the sheer recalcitrance of emotional experience, its

reluctance to be educated, may alone be enough to suggest that this 1s a misguided
account. In any case, I think we can establish that the education of beliefs 1s not at all
what is at stake, and this leaves a need for some account of what is involved.

There are additionally, a spectrum of ethical viewpoints which are generally hostile to
any attribution of value- at least, ethical value- to emotions. The Kantian view is the
most obvious one, although some recent writers have qualified this picture in some
respects®. Another is Stoicism. Popular understanding of Stoicism is incomplete and in

- crucial respects misguided. While many of us would be happy to get rid of many of our
own emotions and those of others - as the Stoics held was necessary for a fulfilled and
virtuous life - few if any would get rid of them all. Yet this is precisely the Stoic aim.
Isiah Berlin claimed’ that Stoicism was not so much a historically local philosophical
theory but an instance of a more general attitude towards the world which has recurred
at different times and in different cultures, and it is certainly possible to see important
aspects of 1t replicated in Kantian thought and in Buddhism, for example. However, the
dispute between the Stoics and Aristotle over the value of emotion rests on a specific

dispute about human flourishing. In chapter four I argue that Arnistotle gets the better of
the argument.

There 1s also ardisagreement between Aristotle and the Stoics over the nature of the
emotional states. The Stoics hold a version of what I call “Strong * cognitivism. The
same is arguably true of Aristotle, I claim. But 1n another respect, however, their views
are utterly different. The Stoics hold the view that an emotion just is a cognition. This-

on the face of it, implausible- view has recently been defended '%as a means of showing

7 Or at least much of what he says - some of it specifically about Aristotle- suggests this. But he is not in
favour of unbridled emotion either, and thinks strength of character a virtue, These points are followed up
in Ch.3.

® For example, Nancy Sherman, Making a Necessity of Virtue.

® In “Two Concepts of Liberty”, p.139.
10 By Martha Nussbaum in The Therapy of Desire. See Chapter three.



how full understanding requires emotion. But it is an unnecessarily strong view, since
“strong” cognitivism, I claim, can equally support these claims about understanding
without any of the disadvantages that accrue to the Stoic view.

The final two chapters explore our emotional responses to fiction and the role of belief
in psychological explanation. In the last chapter I try to pull together various themes
from previous chapters, and 1n particular to develop the idea that phantasia are
convincing or unconvincing, quite apart from whether they are assented to or believed
1in. This thesis offers an explanation of the conflict between emotion and judgement, and
allows us to see a role for techniques of persuasion apart from the philosophical practice
of dialectic. In particular, it offers a defence of rhetoric, which, since Plato, has been
deemed to make no contribution to real understanding, which is the province of
philosophy and the result of dialectic and the formation of true belief.

The nature of emotional states then, opens up wider questions about the nature of
- understanding, about what sorts of mental states there are, and the nature of rationality.
The mmpetus behind the topic therefore, is not simply to say what emotions are and why
we value them- although obviously, that is the immediate task in hand- but to attempt to
weaken the stranglehold of the philosophical picture of cognition which I mentioned.
Many of these aims are already to be found in the writings of Wittgenstein. But as I
shall argue 1n the final chapter, many of the same errors attacked by Wittgenstein are

st1ll to be found in mainstream philosophy today.

10



Chapter One. The Nature of Emotions.

Feelings.

What is involved in being in an emotional state? When I am angry or frightened, for
example, what does my fear or anger consist in? It seems an uncontentious starting point
to say that each state normally (though perhaps not always) involves ( though it may not
be exhaustively reduced to) certain feelings, of both a physical and non- physical nature.
These bodily and non- bodily feelings then seem to be at least associated with emotions,
whether or not they are emotions. Other candidates which also seem associated with
emotional states might be physiological symptoms of various sorts, such as a racing
pulse, sweating, and so on, thoughts of one sort or another, desires to do certain things,

* and behaviour of various kinds. In addition, there may be,( and certainly must be if any
kind of “identity theory” is true) different physical states of the brain and nervous
system which, whether we know it or not, are involved in emotional states. Given then

that these are the most obvious features of emotional states, let us consider a concrete

example.

When we are frightened, what happens? Well, we can usually observe in
ourselves certain physiological effects, such as trembling, sweating, a queasy stomach, a
faster pulse rate, adrenaline being released into the bloodstream, and so on. And 1t

seems certain that, as scientists and psychologists tell us, much more 1s going on

physiologically that we are not directly aware of- the blood rushes to the larger muscles
( for example, in readiness for flight from danger), hormones are secreted, the limbic
system is activated and a certain pattern of neuro-transmitter activity takes place. Now
at least some of these bodily events register as physical feelings- the feeling of
queasiness in the stomach, the feeling of an accelerated heartbeat, the feeling of

weakness in the knees. So muph then for the physical symptoms and feelings caused by

them.
In addition to these physical events and the physical feelings of at least some of them,

an emotion also seems to involve non- physical feelings. Taking the case of fear again,
fear “feels” different to, say, joy, in a way that is not accounted for just by the way its

physical symptoms feel. Principally, fear is unpleasant( in most cases, but perhaps not

11



all- a point to which I shall return) and involves a non-physical feeling of tension, stress,
anxiety. These feelings are distinct from the physical feelings generated by the
physiological symptoms of the emotional state, such as the queasy feeling in my
stomach.

The concept of “feeling” is a notoriously treacherous one. Ryle'', for example,
distinguishes seven different senses of it (the “Perceptual”-to feel the temperature of the
water; the “Exploratory”’-to feel for my keys in my pocket; the “Sensory”-to feel an itch;
of “General condition”- to feel a non-localised feeling of depression or laziness;
“Tentative judgement”- to feel there is something wrong with an argument;
“Inclination”-to feel like doing something; the “Mock-perceptual”’- the condemned man
feels the noose round his neck though he is in his cell) and he acknowledges there may
be more senses. The two senses of feelings described above- physical and non-physical-
seem to correspond to Ryle’s “sensory” and “general condition” usages. The question
- we shall begin with then is this; is any of these three components of emotional
states(two types of sensation and the physiological symptoms) either necessary or

sufficient or both for the emotional state itself?

Taking first physiological states, it has seemed obvious to some writers
that physiological symptoms and an awareness of them is both necessary and sufficient
for the emotion; in short, is the emotion. Most famously this view was held by the
psychologist William James and later by Carl Lange (The “James-Lange” view, as it is
often referred to). In his well known essay “What 1s an emotion?”'* James writes,

“My thesis, on the contrary, is that the bodily changes follow directly the

perception of the exciting fact and that our feeling of the same changes as they occur is

the emotion.”
(James. P.13)

What this means in detail is that each emotion can be specified by detailing the visceral
reactions, awareness of which constitutes the emotions. So, according to Lange, for
example, the difference between anger and fear is that the former is associated with
irregular breathing, secretion of large amounts of saliva and a swelling of the blood
vessels, whereas the latter is typified by trembling, spasms of the limbs and dryness of

the mouth. On this view then, an emotion just is certain typical physical events or

' Ryle, “Feelings”, Philosophical Quarterly 1951.
12 Reprinted in Solomon and Calhoun eds. What is an Emotion?
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processes and the physical feelings they produce. Does this seem to be a plausible
account of what an emotional state 1s? Before answering, let us consider the view that
emotions are defined not by physical feelings but by non-physical feelings

In Hume’ s view, for example, a significant feature of the identity of an
emotional state is the pleasure or pain associated with it. Pride, for example, is in his

view a conjunction of the pleasure aroused by a particular object, person or action with

the 1dea of the self. He says,

“ Thus pride is a pleasant sensation and humility a painful; and upon the removal
of the pleasure and pain, there is in reality no pride nor humility. Of this our
very feeling convinces us; and beyond our feeling, ‘tis here in vain to reason or
dispute.”

(Treatise 11, 1,5)

Hume , then, seems to be saying that whatever perceptions or ideas are the causal
antecedents of the emotion , it 1s the quality of pleasure or pain thereby aroused that
makes it the emotion that it is. For Hume, an emotion is a certain kind of non-physical
feeling'”, while for James it is a physical feeling. So, is an emotion just its physical or

non-physical feelings, or perhaps some of these in conjunction with physiological events

and processes? Consider physiological events and an awareness of them first. Is it the
case, as the James-Lange theory claims, that emotional states are constituted by an

awareness of such events? On reflection, it seems the answer must be “no”. In the cases
of anger and fear, there are many symptoms in common- increased blood flow to large
muscles, faster pulse, and so on. Let us suppose however, that there is one or more
symptom which is typically associated with only that particular emotion- say dryness of

mouth in the case of fear. Could this be what anger is?

There are two difficulties with such a view which seem to be fatal to it. First, it

implies that knowing what emotional state I am in requires me to observe and note my
physical symptoms, which in turn makes the process of 1dentification an inferential,

even inductive one. But this seems mistaken as an account of how I know what

emotional state I am in. The reason is that when I am angry I typically, though perhaps

M

13 On Hume’s account the pleasure caused by the things that make us proud is not defined by the object

which causes it. Rather it is simply one term in a causal relation.
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not always'*, know that I am angry, and I do not need to consult my physiological
symptoms to discover this. This 1s a point I will be returning to at various points.
Second, experimental psychologists (most famously the studies by Cannon and by
Schacter and Singer)" have designed experiments to test how well people can identify
their emotions in this way. The evidence very strongly suggests that in the absence of a
“focus” for their emotion, physical symptoms alone are insufficient for people to
1dentify their emotional state. Lastly, I imagined above that there might be some one or

other physical event or feeling which was obviously associated one kind of emotion. But

that supposition also seems false, for the reason already suggested, that there is a pool of

symptoms which many emottons share.

The James-Lange type of view 1s distinct from another view which also emphasises
physiological factors. This view says that there is some distinctive physiological event
or pattern of events-such as neurological eveﬁts, or chemical events in the nervous
system- which, whether or not we are aware of it, would serve to identify the emotional
state. Whether or not this is in fact true, the view I have just been considering regards
awareness of physiological events as the defining feature of emotional states.
Straightforward reductionism is not concemed with awareness at all. On that view,
unless I am a neurologist, I will probably have no idea which states of my brain would
1dentify my emotion.

An extreme version of this view is eliminativism, which hopes to replace emotion-
concepts and all the rest of our folk psychology with new concepts from the neural
sciences. I shall not present arguments against these theories since they are views about
mental phenomena in general and imply nothing particular about emotions.
Nevertheless, it is a background assumption of the views I will endorse that such a
radical reduction of the mental to the physical is not possible. Let us assume then - what
we now have good reason to accept - that emotions cannot be identified and are not

constituted simply by physiological events and an awareness of them. What then about

the view that emotions are non-physical feelings?

'4 There may be cases where we do infer the identity of an emotion, or that we are in a given emotional

state from the evidence. The present point is merely that this is not typical, as it would have to be on the

theory under consideration.
15 Reproduced in Solomon and Calhoun eds. (op. cit.)
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Pain and Pleasure.

This view has some intuitive appeal- above all perhaps because of

the fact that we talk about emotions as feelings (I “feel” angry, sad etc.). But what sort

of things are these feelings and how do we 1dentify them? I have noted already Hume’s

claim that pain and pleasure are the feelings relevant to emotions, but what sort of
feelings are pain and pleasure? Are they physical feelings like sensations, and could
they be the means by which we identify our emotions? To see how we should answer
these questions, consider sensations such as itches, burns and pains. In the case of
physical pains, for example, I know immediately that what I am experiencing is pain
(except perhaps when the pain “creeps up “ on me slowly, as headaches sometimes do)-
frequently without knowing what is causing it. About the identity of some sensations
then there is little doubt. But not all sensations are so clear cut- it may in some cases not

be immediately clear whether a sensation is pleasant or not. Putting these atypical cases
to one side however, I know when I’m in a lot of pain, and moreover I seem to know
this without observing anything and without having to make any inferences. Is it then
the case that emotions can be identified by reference to pains in this way?

Burns, cuts and grazes are all physical pains. If, as seems plausible, emotions are
partly constituted by pains and pleasures, are they physical pains and pleasures? Clearly
not. So can these non-physical feelings identify emotions? If we think of them as simply
(non-physical) sensations, analogous to physical pains such as burns and grazes, except
non-physical, we run into a problem. Consider how I identify my pains. I know my
current experience is painful simply by experiencing it. But I may experience pain
without knowing what is causing it. If someone sticks two pins into my finger, I may be
unable to distinguish the pain from that caused by three pins. We may of course be able
to offer a guess as to the cause of the pain; we may become adept at distinguishing the
kinds of sensation brought about by different things- at distinguishing, for example, a
dry-ice bumn from a cigarette burn. But knowing this- knowing the kind of pain it is- is a
question of becoming good at making inferences.

Is the “pain “ of grief like this? Do I infer that my pain is grief? We have already
rejected this picture in the case of physical feelings, and we have seen no reason to think

it will be more successful in the present case. So if pain and pleasure are what identifies
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emotions they can’t be analogous to sensations. What this means is that they must have
intentionality. This is a point which has also been argued by Ryle'®. The pleasure of
going to the theatre is distinct from the pleasure of drinking beer, playing the violin, and
so on. But in order to say how they are different, we have to say something about the
object of the pleasure; what we are taking pleasure in.

Already we can see that we have advanced beyond the original notion of a non-
physical sensation defining an emotion. Granting Hume’s point that pain and pleasure
play a crucial role in the 1dentity of emotions, we can now see that with respect to those
pains and pleasures, we will need to say something about their objects. And in fact this
agrees with experience; the pain of grief 1s different from the pain of jealousy or shame,
but to say how they are different will require us to say what the emotion is about. It may
be then, and I think it is true that, the pleasure and pain of emotions are partly
constitutive of them. But these pains are not mere sensations, and cannot be descrnibed

without reference to their objects.

Terrible Joy and Pleasant Grief.

There is also another way in which the nature of feelings such as pain and pleasure
might begin to worry us if we emphasise the cognitive elements of emotions at their
expense. If feelings, like physical feelings, were merely incidental components of
emotions, the following possibility might seem to arise. It could happen that an emotion
such as grief could involve the experience of quite different feelings. If the feelings of
joy and grief were merely contingently associated with their emotions, the feelings
could conceivably swap emotions, and joy would come to feel like grief feels, and vice
versa!’. If we emphasise the cognitive aspect as giving the identity of an emotion, the

cognition will in these cases remain the same and consequently it will still be the same

emotion.

1 Ryle, “Pleasure”, in Dilemmas.

17 This possibility is discussed by Stephen Leighton, “On Feeling Angry and Elated”, Journal of
Philosophy 1988.
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Yet there seems to be something wrong with this possibility. We feel that the feelings
of grief are somehow appropriate to the emotion, and likewise the feelings of joy. The
imagined swap would combine a negative cognition (grief) with a positive feeling (joy).
Perhaps the source of our misgivings about this possibility is that the positive feeling
itself has intentionality. However this can only be part of the story. For one thing, there
1s the possible objection that all cognitions are affectless (see below). If this objection is
right, the intentional element of pleasure and pain could be experienced without the

affect. So we could have the negative intentional component of the feeling of grief

without the negative affect.

But given the arguments of the previous section we might feel that we now have a
good reply to this objection; namely that the negative or positive affect of pleasure and
pain cannot really be separated from the intentional component. It might be possible to
have the cognitive element without the affective component'®, but when you do have
both, they are inextricably intertwined. The badness of the feeling of grief just is the
negative way things are conceived; the badness of the feeling is specific to that

construal of the situation. This is what we argued above- the pleasure or pain is not

simply a free-floating hedonic element. But although pleasure and pain are intentional

states, we do not yet have an argument to show that the pain of grief and the pleasure of
joy must involve different cognitive construals'’. If they did, then the pleasant feeling of
joy could not be “peeled-off * and stuck together with the grief-cognition without the
effect of double vision, since the experience would involve two distinct cognitive

construals of the situation. But it may be that the cognitive elements of both grief and

joy would not be incongruous, in which case the pleasure of joy could be grafted onto

the cognitive element of grief without disparities showing up.
Suppose then that this occurs; we experience grief but it feels pleasant. Is there

anything to fall back on which would enable us to claim that such a freakish case
involves anything inappropriate, rather than being simply an aberration of nature? Well,
is there not still the point that the feeling is a good one; it 1s pleasant, and this still

involves an incongruity with the intentional component? This claim assumes however

18 A's non-cognitivists claim; see below.

19 That is to say; suppose two people are confronted with the news of somebody’s death, and the first

reacts with joy, the other with grief. Must there be a cognitive difference here in their construal of the
facts? I am inclined to say there will be , but the non-cognitivist is likely to deny it. For the moment I

leave it an open issue, but I return to this question below.
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that the cognitive content is itself either positive or negative. But as we shall see in the
next chapter, this is precisely the assumption which some popular, anti-cognitivist views
about value - most famously Hume’s - will deny. If we think of the cognitive
components of grief and joy as being in themselves neutral, then there can be no
incompatibility between them and the pleasures or pains in which they result. The
question which remains, then, is whether, and how, the cognitive components of pain
and pleasure can be positive or negative. I return to this 1ssue in chapter two.

The upshot of the foregoing thought experiment, then, seems to be that we should not
regard the hedonic component of an emotion as a merely incidental feature of it. Rather,
the hedonic element is crucial to the nature of the state; what distinguishes gnef from
fear and pride from love is the kind of pleasure or pain taken in the emotions’ objects.
And as we have already seen, an adequate characterisation of this hedonic element will

involve an account of its intentional content. This however leaves open the question of

whether the cognitive component can in itself be positive or negative.

“ Psychic” Feelings and Affect.

Perhaps though, in addition to pleasures and pains, there is some other non-physical
component of emotional states? When someone is very hopeful about something for
example, this may result in a pleasant feeling, as we have just seen. Additionally, they
may feel excited. This too may be pleasant, but may not the excitement itself be a

distinct and non- physical feeling? Let us assume for the moment that this is so. Do
such feelings allow us to identify the emotions of which they are at least a part? Again,
the answer seems to be “no”. First, such excitement 1s not exclusive to hope but 1s
shared by joy, perhaps also by love. And secondly, even 1f such a non-physical feeling
were unique to only one emotion, we would face the same problems we noted above
concerning identification; how does such a feeling help us to know what emotional state

I'm in? Here, we run 1nto the problem of inference again, and this consequence is

enough to discredit the present suggestion. We can sum up this part of the discussion
then, by saying that we require an account of emotions which includes some description

of what they are about- what their objects are.
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There are further points, however, to be made with respect to non-physical
feelings. One of these can be made by asking whether our emotional states are always
accompanied by some non-physical feeling, however it is to be identified. We may be
tempted to say “yes”; just as the “painful” feelings of grief are an essential part of grief,

so the feeling of excitement 1s part of hope. To take another example, joy involves a

“psychic feeling” of “buoyancy” or “lightness”, depression, feelings of being slow and

“weighed down™’ .
This kind of non-physical feeling 1s something like a sensation. But could such a

feeling identify our emotional state for us? The answer however must once more be

“no”, given what we have already said. In particular, we must ask if the “buoyancy” of a

good mood is merely a sensory feature of the experience, akin to the sensory feeling of
pain, or whether its full description makes essential reference to the cognitive element of

the emotion®'. If the former, it cannot identify the state for reasons we have already
seen; and if the latter, it can only identify it -if at all- in conjunction with an account of
the intentionality of the experience. So while these feelings may play an important
constitutive role in emotional states, they alone could not be or identify emotional states.

But secondly, we might also wonder; are our emotions always felt? That is, do
emotions always comprise such non-physical feelings? Justin Oakley suggests that there
are cases where i1t might seem that they do not;

“I might be angry at you for arriving late at the cinema...but I might not have any
feelings of anger, nor indeed any other feelings...because my attention is occupied with
the film.”

m (Oakley. P8)
Oakley also points out that we have emotions such as love and grief over long periods of
time without necessarily feeling them during all that time. So, according to him, I can be

in an emotional state without noticing it. Both Oakley and Michael Stocker **argue that

20 These claims about “psychic” feelings are made by Oakley, Morality and the Emotions (p.10), and
Stocker, Valuing Emotions(p.28 ff). Stocker in particular argues for the irreducibility of such feelings to

desire or cognitive content. See below.
2! philosophers who have offered accounts of feelings which view them as having intentional content, are

Stephen Leighton ,”On Feeling Angry and Elated”, Journal of Philosophy 1988, and Robert Kraut,

“Feelings in Context”, Journal of Philosophy 1986. Also the papers by Geoffrey Madell and Aaron
Ridley, “Emotion and Feeling”, Proceedings of the Aristotlelian Society, Supplementary Volume, 1996.

2 Op. cit.
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emotions involve 1rreducible psychic feelings. But surely then, we might say, the
essence of such a feeling must be that it is felt? If, then, we do have unconscious
emotions, or emotions we are unaware of, doesn’t that mean that we don ’t have the

relevant feelings in those cases? In short, then, the putative existence of emotions we are

unaware of seems to refute the claim that emotions always embody such psychic

feelings. How can there be unfelt feelings?

However there is a way out of this apparent difficulty. What is required is to make a
distinction between unfelt feelings and unnoticed feelings. This 1s a distinction we are in
fact familiar with in other areas. Most of us have had the experience of a “creeping”

headache; at some point I notice I've got a headache, though I was unaware of 1t until
that moment. Should we say the headache only begins to exist when I notice 1t? That
sounds wrong. Headaches generally build up over time. What we should say is that I
had the headache - and the feelings- but didn’t notice them. In perception too, similar
* things occur. We may search in a drawer for something,* and only minutes later, having
abandoned the search, realise that we A#ad in fact seen the sought-for object there in the
drawer. Here too, we can say that we saw the object, but did not notice it. And if there
can be unfelt headaches, and unnoticed perceptions, why not unfelt emotions? This at
least 1s how I imagine Stocker might argue for his point. In fact, he merely records his
disagreement with those who claim that feelings must be felt;

“ It 1s often held that part of the esse of affectivity is percipi; that feelings must be
felt...I agree with the later Freud...I do not think we must be aware of the feelings we

. : 24
are having, or even that we must be aware of having them.’

We might still feel that what is left of these feelings 1f they are unfelt can only be their
effects. That is, we might think that although I do not feel angry with you, nevertheless I

may be in some state which will have effects of different sorts (be affected in different

ways). It may affect the way I address you, the desires I have and they way I behave,

and so on. The emotion I am unaware of, in short, disposes me in various ways. We

might accept that, and still deny that there is anything occurrent such as a feeling, of

which [ am unaware. Stocker however denies this. He insists that the emotion is

occurrent™. Affect, in Stocker’s terms, cannot merely be described in terms of what an

3 The example is from M.G.F. Martin “Perception, Concepts and Memory”. Philosophical Review 1992.

24 Stocker (op. cit.) (p.21-22)
25 The same claim is made by Oakley (Op.cit. p.12)
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emotion leads to, but rather also refers to the occurrent state of affective feeling. And in
fact, why should there not be unnoticed feelings? What is surprising in the idea, no
doubt, is the 1dea that there can be states that are somehow in consciousness, but of

which we are unaware. But once we separate the idea of noticing something, from being
conscious of it, as in the perception example, this should seem less strange.

This is also an appropriate moment to mention the curious malady alexythemia®®. This
unfortunate affliction concemns patients who are unable to recognise that they are in an
emotional state, or, 1f aware, are unable to identify which emotion they are feeling.

Goleman describes one of psychiatrist Peter Sifneos’ patients;

“One patient was so upset after seeing a movie about a woman with eight children who

was dying of cancer that she cried herself to sleep. When her therapist suggested that
perhaps she was upset because the movie reminded her of her own mother, who was
dying of cancer, the woman sat motionless, bewildered and silent. When the therapist
then asked her how she felt at that moment, she said she felt “awful”’, but couldn’t
clarify her feelings beyond that. And, she added, from time to time, she found herself

crying, but never knew exactly what she was crying about.” %’

These patients, then, have emotions to which they are either totally oblivious, or which
they are unable to identify. This provides some empirical support for Stocker’s claim
that the esse of feelings is not percipi. But these cases are independently puzzling. I
have pointed out that we don’t infer the identity of our emotions any more than we do
our thoughts. Their content is open to the first person perspective. So is this first-person

feature of the mental absent in these cases? How could someone have an emotion that

they can’t identify, if the picture I have been suggesting 1s correct? It would be like

having a thought you can’t identify.
In fact, of course, there is nothing entirely strange about this phenomenon. Most of us

have had emotional experiences we can’t completely specify or even specify very

clearly- in “Proustian” moments of recollection, perhaps; or when listening to music.

And to an extent this can occur with thoughts too; often we understand more than we

2% This disorder is discussed by Goleman (Emotional Intelligence p.50) and Stocker, (p.110).
27 Goleman, (p.51). Goleman also draws on research showing that some eating disorders- for example

those of many obese patients- are the result of an inability to distinguish and identify feelings. Unable to
tell hunger from anger, Goleman claims, they react to all feelings as if to hunger. (p.248)
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can articulate or make precise. So there 1s something familiar to us about the inability to
identify emotions. But what about the total lack of awareness of them? This certainly is
more puzzling, and should perhaps be put into the same class of oddities as blindsight.*®
The point which alexythemta helps to emphasise is that one aspect of emotional
education which will be important is the ability to identify your own emotions.*
Returning to Stocker’s argument; what it may be taken to show 1s that I can have
unnoticed feelings and so also unnoticed emotions, not that I can have emotions without

feelings.” So where does this leave us? The claim we started by considering was that
psychic feelings could identify or be emotions. We saw above that this cannot be
correct. Nevertheless, if Stocker 1s right about unnoticed feelings, there 1s some
credibility in the claim that all emotions involve this kind of feeling. We will have to
return to the subject of feelings again below, but for the moment it is sufficient to have

disposed of one false picture of their nature and role.

?8 One attempt to show how a theory of consciousness can account for phenomena such as blindsight is
Colin McGinn’s in The Problem of Consciousness, ch 4.
29 1 return to this issue in a later chapter.

30 Unconscious emotions, if they exist, may be a different story. In these cases the emotion is not in

consciousness, and perhaps it is less plausible that there are in these cases psychic feelings we are

unaware of.
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Emotions and Dispositions.

What, then of dispositions? We noted above that emotions dispose us in various
ways. Part of what an emotion is may be the various things it disposes me to do, to
desire and to say. This seems right enough as far as it goes. What it is to be frightened,
for example, is in part to be disposed to run away, to seek protection, to wish for a
means of escape, to shout for help, and so on. But we need not 1n fact do all of these

things- we may do none of them. A disposition can be outweighed by other
considerations. But in any case, the natural thing to say about these dispositions 1s that
we have them because of the way we feel. In stark contrast to this, Ryle - the
philosopher most famously associated with dispositional analysis- said that emotions
were simply dispositions', by which he meant dispositions to behave in certain ways.
Just as to describe someone as vain is not to say that he has experiences of vanity (vain
people are unlikely to do that) so- argued Ryle- to attribute an emotional state to

someone 1s not to say he has various sorts of experiences. Rather, like vanity, it is to say

he 1s disposed to behave in certain ways.

It is a consequence of this way of thinking that when it comes to an awareness of my

emotional states, another person is in just as privileged position as I am myself, for my

emotion, not being any “inner” state, is as observable to him or her as to me- that is,
through my behaviour. And, people being what they are, the observer will perhaps be
more impartial than me. This is an unacceptable view, of course, and much has since

been written on the failings of behavioural analysis. While there is no non-circular way

to define emotions in terms of behaviour, it is nevertheless true that certain emotions

typically dispose us to behave in certain ways. Emotion cannot be reduced to behaviour
for the following reason; someone can be in a given emotional state without manifesting
any behaviour whatsoever. Fear, for example normally disposes me to flee from the
object of my fear, while love typically disposes us to be with the person we are in love
with. But love and fear are not just behaviour of these sorts. There can be any number of
reasons why someone might be in these states without behaving in the suggested ways.

But the behaviourist cannot refer to these reasons without admitting intentional terms

into the analysis. And mn any case how is behaviour to be explained without reference to

31 Ryle, The Concept of Mind (ch.4).
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some mental item? Further, it is obvious that someone could behave as if he was afraid
or in love and yet not be. So it seems behaviour is neither necessary nor sufficient for
emotion. Yet, as noted, they do #ypically dispose me to behave in certain ways. And just
as emotions dispose me to behave in certain ways they similarly usually dispose me to
want certain things. There is then, a kind of presumption that someone who 1s, say,
genuinely afraid, will be disposed in some of the ways mentioned above. If, for
example, they make no attempt to escape the danger or call for help, then we will expect

there to be some explanation for this. If we find there are no available factors which

make sense of this failure, we may begin to doubt that the fear is genuine.

The reason behavioural reductions of emotions are unworkable is that, like the
James- Lange theory, they ignore how things appear from the first person point of view.
Working from the assumption that if psychology is to be “scientific” it must study what
is observable and objective, these theories ignore the crucial aspect of emotional states.
What identifies my emotional state is not that I am having certain physical and non-
physical sensations, nor that they are brought about by certain events, but that the
experience in some way represents the event or object that brought it about; the
representation of the “object” of my emotion in large part constitutes my emotional
state. The net result then of the foregoing is this; by elimination of the alternatives-
different types of feelings, pleasure and pain, physiology and behavioural dispositions-

we are brought to the “cognitive” model of emotional states, which offers what these

other accounts did not.

Before leaving the issue of dispositions and behaviour, we should point out the sort of
consideration that made theories emphasising them look credible. The Cartesian picture

of emotional states, and mental states generally, was of something whose nature was
exhaustively inner. The identity of emotional states was revealed upon introspection for
precisely this reason. These Cartesian assumptions were also the ultimate downfall of
other theories of the mental such as Husserl’s phenomenological project. Wittgenstein’s
attack on this model of the mental consequently emphasised what was outward. In his
famous Private Language Argument, Wittgenstein attempted to show that meaning is
not an internal process, but something that requires external and observable critena. In

general, mental states do not always exhibit the inner life the Cartesian picture ascribes
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to them™~. However, it is a mistake to move from these legitimate objections to the
Cartesian model to a wholesale rejection of “the mental”, and seek to analyse every
mental term exhaustively in terms of observable behaviour. Instead, subsequent thinking

about the emotions in particular has invoked Brentano’s thesis of the intentionality of

the mental; that emotions take objects, and that to 1dentify an emotion we must

understand how the external object is represented.

The Cognitive Model.

In the last section we saw the need for a theory of emotion to take account of the way
things are represented to the subject, and we have previously noted that emotions have
objects. In an emotional state, say fear, the object of my emotion is represented to me in
~ acertain way- typically, as being frightening or dangerous. The object of the emotion 1s
normally distinguished from its cause. To illustrate this distinction, consider the
following two examples. First, I have a headache and am tense. In conversation with
you I lose my temper over some minor disagreement. Second, I am worried by the fact
that I have to go to the dentist tomorrow. Now, in the first example, the object of my
anger- what I am angry about- is our disagreement, while the cause let us say, 1s my
headache. In the second example, the object of my fear is my visit to the dentist
tomorrow. But this cannot be the cause of my emotion, for how could a future event

cause an event in the present? Instead, the cause of my fear might be my thought that 1

must go to the dentist. While the distinction between causes and objects is clear in many

cases, it isn’t in all. But this is not an issue we need to pursue.

How does the object of an emotion fit in with all the other components? In the case of
fear, for example, when I am confronted by some frightening object, say a lion, I
undergo the physiological changes mentioned earlier- quickened pulse, adrenaline
release, blood flow increases to large muscles, and so on. In addition I typically want to
get away:ﬁ'om the object of my fear, and this disposes me to behave in certain ways.

Furthermore, there is an unpleasant sensation of tension. But all of these things come

32 To offer just one example, Wittgenstein’s example of what it is for a person to be expecting someone to

arrive. Since the person may be engaged the whole time in ozher thoughts and activities, the state cannot

consist in inner conscious goings- on.

25




about as a result of and are intelligible because of, the way I perceive my situation, and
in particular the way I perceive the lion. But what 1s it about my perception of the lion
that makes my emotion fear? The answer seems to be that I think the lion is dangerous
or threatening. I am not afraid of things I know to be quite harmless or not a threat to
me(this is not quite true, as we shall see)and 1n all cases of fear I do perceive the object
of my emotion as threatening in this way.

Let us construct then a puéﬁigrn case of fear according to the cognitive theory
which focuses on the beliefs involved in the emotion. When I am afraid of the lion there
is a belief I have about it- that it is threatening or dangerous-(call this the
"identificatory” belief, as it identifies the emotion™.).Further, there are other beliefs I
have about the lion, on the basis of which I have the “identificatory” belief; such as the
belief that lions are powerful and aggressive animals, that they have sharp teeth and
claws and so on. Call these beliefs “explanatory’ beliefs, since their function is to

explain the existence of the identificatory belief . On this view my emotion has at its
core representations of the lion and those representations are beliefs. This 1s one account
of the intentionality of emotions. This rudimentary version of the cognitive theory will
shortly have to be refined, as it will turn out that there are different versions of it. We
shall come to these shortly. First though, I must say a little about intentionality itself.

Intentionality.

Intentionality is a feature of the subject’s awareness of the object. This is a
crucial feature of any explanation of an emotional state, since it will not in itself be
sufficient for either an explanation or an identification of my emotion to say, for
example, that I see I am confronted by a lion. For this would not explain how I
perceived the lion or whether I saw the lion as a threat. If we then ask what it is about

the lion that explains and identifies my emotional state, we seem to arrive at the two

kinds of beliefs described above.

Another important feature about intentionality is its connection with intensionality.
For example, if I’m angry at John for stealing my car, I may not be angry at John for
stealing a twelve year old Ford, made in Detroit, even though they are the same thing.

33 1 borrow this terminology from Gabriele Taylor, Pride, Shame and Guilt (ch.1).
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The point was most famously made by F rege’" in his discussion of sense and reference.
The important point is that the object of an emotion is always presented under a certain
aspect, and although two of these aspects may have the same referent, they do not both

adequately capture the aspect under which I recognise it.
Another feature of intentional objects 1s that they need not exist. I may be angry at

John’s stealing my car even if 1t turns out he hasn’t. This remforces the previous point;
it shows I cannot be angry at the (extensional) fact that John stole my car, since in this

case, there is no such fact. So, imagine I am angry at John when he has not in fact stolen

my car. What am I angry about? Not, as we have just said, the fact that he stole my car.

But equally the object of my anger is not my belief that John stole my car. The object of
my anger is “John’s stealing my car”’, where this is an intentional object- in this case, a

non-existent one->.

Is it true that all emotions have intentional objects? This assumption was one of
- the things that drove us from “feeling” views of emotions. That is, what was lacking in
all the feeling accounts was any description of what the emotion was about. But what
about states such as depression, or angst, or what about moods which seem to just
descend and lack the focus of an intentional object? This does present an apparent
difficulty, but not I think an insurmountable one. First, in many cases the difficulty may
be a simple inability to identify accurately the true object of our emotion. This 1s not an
infrequent occurrence. Many people for example misdirect their anger instead of
focusing on its true object. Often this may be wilful, but equally often 1t 1s a failure of
identification.

However, it must be admitted that this explanation will not work with cases such as
depression. The co gnitivist has to find something that someone who 1s depressed
believes. And this belief will have to explain the emotion, or make it intelligible. But
this seems to be precisely what is missing in cases of depression”. There is no one thing

that is believed, and no one object that it is believed about. The cognitivist cannot

34 «On sense and Reference”, in Moore, ed. Meaning and Reference.

*3 The problems surrounding the reference of non-existent intentional objects are considerable. However,
since the issues are not central here, and generally approved strategies for dealing with them already exist,

I have ignored them here. A brief survey of the issues is contained in the appendix to Ch. 1 of Gregory

McCulloch’s Using Sartre.
36 An enlightening short account of his own long-term depression is given by the novelist William Styron

in his book Darkness Visible.
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ignore such cases by lumping them under the label “exceptional”, or “pathological”,
because his claim is that 1t 1s the essence of emotions that they have beliefs. If this
emotion lacks beliefs then the cognitive claim seems false. But is this the correct

description of the phenomenon? Here 1s the novelist William Styron describing his own

1llness;

“While I was able to rise and function almost normally during the earlier part of the

day, I began to sense the onset of the symptoms at mid-afternoon or a little later - gloom
crowding in on me, a sense of gloom and alienation and, above all, stifling anxiety”.

(p.12)

Later, he describes the occasion of a prize-giving at which he was the guest of honour;

“By the time we arrived at the museum, having dealt with heavy traffic, 1t was past
four o’clock and my brain had begun to endure its familiar siege; panic and dislocation,
and a sense that my thought processes were being engulfed by a toxic and unnameable

tide that obliterated any enjoyable response to the living world....instead of the pleasure

I should be having... I was feeling in my mind a sensation close to, but indescribably

different from, actual pain”. (p.16)

Now 1t 1s clear from this that it is correct that the depression does not have a single
object. But it also seems true that it is not what we would ordinarily call a single
emotion; comprising a “sense of gloom”, “alienation”, “anxiety” and “panic”. Added to
these, Styron experienced a general and almost total inhibition of pleasure and a
peculiar sort of f;ajn. However, the objection that seems to lie behind the use of the
example of depression is that it shows the emotion is not directed at features of the
world. This much is true; depression is not a response fo features of the world, and in

that sense it has no object. Nevertheless, the emotion has intentional content. That is to

say, when in that state, the world is experienced as being a certain way. This is quite

clear in what Styron writes;

“It was not really alarming at first, since the change was subtle, but I did notice that

my surroundings took on a different tone at certain times: the shadows of nightfall

seemed more sombre, my mornings were less buoyant, walks in the woods became less

zestful....”(p.42)
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To put it roughly, and 1n a way that anticipates what I will claim later, things look
different to him. Granted, these differences can be elusive and are certainly difficult to
describe, but they are real. Now I agree that this kind of case does pose a difficulty for
the cognitive theory we have been considering: and that difficulty is that it does not
seem at all likely that these (cognitive) differences are differences in beliefs. To this
extent, the objection 1s a good one. As I shall argue below, what this and other

objections like it show, 1s not that there is no cognitive content to these states, but that

the content cannot be explained in terms of beliefs.

So the example of depression does not constitute a devastating objection. But it is not
the only possible counter-example. Less dramatic examples of the same phenomenon
are moods. Often we feel below par or grouchy, or, conversely in an inexplicably good
mood, we get up on the “wrong side” of the bed, and so on. Again, we seem to lack
- definite objects for these states. But we should emphasise, firstly, that the fact that I
cannot identify the object of my mood doesn’t mean it hasn’t got one. Often the true
object of our anger, say, is revealed to us in a moment of discovery. Secondly, even if

we grant that there is no definite object, still things appear to us in distinct ways, similar

to the depression case. We experience the world, under a certain aspect. If I start the day
having got out of bed on the wrong side, my mood will colour my responses to the

situations I find myself in; a generous gesture, for example, may leave me cold; I cannot
share someone’s good spirits; small impediments become huge obstacles and so on.
To this extent, this kind of mood is a disposition; a disposition to see specific things in

a generally negative light. But it is not merely that; it is an occurent state also; it feels

like something to be in these moods and not merely when the disposition is activated
and focused on a specific object. Moods colour all our thoughts - or so it feels- but this
global colouring amounts to intentional content. Furthermore, if the points above about
feelings are correct, there must be intentional content to moods. If there wasn’t, all that
would remain would be physical and psychic (non-intentional) feelings. But on this
basis our means of identifying our moods could only be via an inference. But we have a
strong inclination, as already pointed out, to deny this. What Cartesian psychology gets
right is that when I do know the content of my thoughts and emotions, I do so by

different means to those I use for other things. Cognitive content, in other words, is

connected to the first person perspective in a distinct way.
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The cognitive theory then - or at least some version of it- can accommodate moods
and objectless emotions such as depression. But the version of that theory we are
considering at present arguably cannot. This 1s because the kind of content I have

ascribed to these states does not plausibly look as if it can be analysed in terms of belief.

Rather than turn to an alternative theory already, it will be profitable to see how much

mileage we can get out of the present version. And it does seem to cover a reasonable
range of emotional states; pride, for example, involves perceiving some object or action
as being of value and as being approprately related to me in some way; anger involves

the belief that there has been some personal slight or injustice, or an injustice

perpetrated upon some third party, and so on.

This kind of model of the emotions is not new. Hobbes for example defines fear as,

tsa37

“aversion with opinion of hurt from the object” ‘and Hume describes pride as a pleasant

sensation in conjunction with the concept of self.>® This model of emotional states has
~ some major advantages over the previous models we have considered. First, it shows
how we can 1dentify our emotions without having to make inferences. Second, it offers
some explanation of the other components of emotions such as desires, behaviour,
pleasure and so on and gives an account of the relations between them. On this view, the
belief is crucial, and the belief in conjunction with a desire produce pleasure or
displeasure of a given kind. This is in turn accompanied by feelings and sensations, and
the whole complex is the emotion.

But third, and perhaps most significantly, it shrinks the gulf between the popular

conception of reason and emotion which I identified at the outset. This 1s because, 1f an

emotion were simply a sensation or feeling, or feeling plus physiological events, this
would seem to confirm the common conception that emotions are irrational or non-

rational- how could you argue with a sensation? But 1f emotions are identified and in

large part constituted by beliefs about their objects, then those beliefs like any others

can be assessed for rationality, and so the popular conception( what Solomon calls “The

Myth of the passions™>’
much as anything else.

) is a mistake and emotions can be rational and irrational as

37 Leviathan.
38 Although Hume’s theory would not count as a cognitivist one.

3% Robert Solomon, The Passions.
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This constitutes a great advance on previous accounts we have considered .There are
however serious problems facing the cognitive model, and I argue below that it will
have to be revised. Before doing that though, 1t 1s worth pointing out something
important that the model seems to imply; namely, what it implies about educating the
emotions. If I am proud of my daughter’s first prize in the school race, this is, as we
have seen, because I have certain beliefs; I believe she won the prize, I believe the prize
to be of value and I believe her to be related to me in some appropriate way. It follows
that if I should discover any of these beliefs to be false, my emotion will disappear. If it
turns out that she didn’t in fact win it or that everyone who ran got a first prize, then my
emotion should cease. Of course, this is just what we would expect to happen in a range
of cases, and it encourages the view that the emotions will be as open to contradiction
by the facts and by argument, as the most “rational” belief. But while this 1s an accurate
description of s<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>