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Do emotions enable us to see things in their true light, as we would not be able to do if we were not capable of experiencing emotion? I think that our intuitions tend to draw us in two apparently opposing directions. On the one hand, we are inclined to say that emotional experience can sometimes tell us things about the world that reason alone will miss. That, one might think, is why we evolved as creatures capable of emotion. Yet, on the other hand, we are inclined to say that our emotions can and do profoundly distort our view of things: in anger or jealousy, for example, when the red mist comes down over the eyes, and we can feel the blood pulsing in the temples, things look other than the way they are, and, accordingly, our emotions can mislead us profoundly; literature is replete with examples. 

A cheap resolution of these competing intuitions would be to say that there are cases and cases: sometimes our emotions help us to gain empirical knowledge, and sometimes they hinder us. No doubt this is true so far as it goes, but I think there is more to be said than just that. In a nutshell, what I want to argue for here is as follows. If our emotions are to yield empirical knowledge, then it is necessary for us to have the right emotional dispositions, prudential and moral, that will properly attune us to the world. Having such dispositions is part of what is involved in being prudentially and morally virtuous. If we do not have the right dispositions, then, I will suggest, our emotions can distort perception and reason so that the world seems to us other than it really is: as I will put it, the emotions skew the epistemic landscape. The intellectual virtues ought to help here: we ought, when (and only when) the occasion requires, to introspect, and ask ourselves what emotions we are experiencing, and whether, and in what way, those emotions are skewing the epistemic landscape, so that corrections can be made. Being appropriately disposed to do this, relying to a considerable extent of non-conscious processes, is part of what is involved in being intellectually virtuous. 

Now, the epistemology of the emotions looks in two directions: introspectively, towards our own mental and physical condition; and extraspectively, towards the world beyond the bounds of our mind and bodies. It is not always possible to have reliable introspective knowledge about our own emotional condition, so, if we are less than fully virtuous prudentially and morally, we will not be in a position to know whether, and in what way, our emotions are distorting perception and reason. It is a consequence of this that we will not be able to do what we know we ought to do: we know it is part of being intellectually virtuous to check, when (and only when) the occasion requires, whether our emotions are distorting perception and reason. But we cannot reliably do this. And this leads me to two conclusions. The first conclusion is that we cannot be intellectually fully virtuous unless we are also prudentially and morally fully virtuous. The second conclusion, which is much more speculative, concerns the scope of proper accountability and blame. It is a fact that we are held accountable and blamed for our unjustified emotions, and for the way these emotions distort perception and reason, and for our ignorance that this is what is happening. Moreover, we are held accountable and blamed for the lack of virtue (prudential, moral and intellectual) which lies behind these failings. But can we be properly held accountable and blamed (by others and by ourselves) when these failures to comply with norms are not voluntary or within our control? I want to suggest that blame here can be justified, even thought what we are blamed for is not voluntary: the scope of proper blame extends beyond action and omissions and whatever else is within our control. 

It is a reasonable constraint on any account of empirical knowledge through emotional experience that it be pretty much continuous with empirical knowledge gained in other ways. Accordingly, I will begin with an account of how perception can be a source of knowledge in the ‘ordinary’ cases: that is, those cases where emotions are not involved.
 I will not have the space here to argue for it, but I hope it will be accepted at least for the purposes of this chapter. Then I will consider those cases where emotions are involved. What will emerge, I hope, are not only the analogies but also the disanalogies between ‘ordinary’ perception and perception where the emotions are involved; and it is in these disanalogies that some deep epistemological difficulties arise.

Perception and Reason

Empirical thinking is ‘answerable to experience’
 in the sense that perceptual experiences can themselves provide reasons for empirical belief and judgement. The content of our perceptions—our perceiving things to be thus and so—are, however, only prima facie reasons for the related empirical belief, the belief that things are indeed thus and so. A prima facie reason is a consideration that appears at first sight to be a reason (using the term ‘reason’ in the standard normative sense), but which may turn out, in fact, not to be a reason. For example, your seeing something as red or as square is a prima facie reason for believing it to be red or to be square. But if you were wearing distorting lenses that made blue things look red or rectangular things look square, then your seeing something as red or as square is not a reason (that is, not a good reason) for believing it to be so. 

It is not, however, necessary that the content of each particular perceptual experience should be held in suspense pending a check on one’s perceptual mechanisms or any other sort of second-order reflective endorsement. The epistemic requirement, rather, is the commonsense one that we need only consciously seek to satisfy ourselves that the deliverances of a particular perceptual experience are as they should be if there is good reason to do so on that occasion. Putting the point in terms of virtue epistemology, which I find helpful to do, there is a normative requirement to be motivated to have, and to have, the right habits and dispositions of thought, such that doubts will arise when and only when they should.
 On particular occasions, much of our thinking will be unreflective, and not part of conscious deliberation, so we will need to rely on our habits and dispositions, at work in the background of our minds, so to speak. As Christopher Hookway puts it, ‘we can be confident in our ability to reason effectively only if we are also confident that, by and large, issues enter our conscious deliberations if and only if their doing so is important for the success of our activities’ (2000: 64).

Let me make one further point about ‘ordinary’ perception, before turning to perception and the emotions, as it will be relevant in what is to follow. I want to take here a fairly wide notion of perception under which the concepts that are deployed in perceptual receptivity—call them perceptual concepts—can also be, in a sense, theoretical concepts.
 The point can be made most easily in relation to some sort of expertise, of the kind that is involved in playing chess or in a scientific activity. In chess, when one is first learning the skill, it is very hard, if not impossible, to see what is happening on the chessboard: that, for example, one’s queen is being threatened by the bishop. One has to try to work it out through agonizing steps of reasoning, thinking through each move individually. But after experience and training, the expert will be able to see that his queen is threatened: the phenomenology is visual, and the judgement is spontaneous, without any sort of conscious inferential process. The perceptual capacity has become second nature for the expert. Yet, if he asks himself why he sees that his queen is threatened, he will be able (or at least ought to be able) to think of reasons which support his perceptual judgment. But, as we saw from the preceding paragraph in respect of practical deliberation, this question ought consciously to arise for him if and only if its doing so is important for success—in this case winning the game. Similarly, an experienced scientist will be able to see the photon in the cloud chamber, and again, if appropriate to his project, he will be able to think of reasons why he sees things this way. In both these examples, then, the concepts involved in the perceptual contents (that the queen is threatened; that there is a photon in the cloud chamber) will be embedded in a substantial theory. So concepts can be both perceptual and theoretical, and we can allow that the chess expert and the experienced scientist see things differently from the way their inexperienced counterparts see things. Moreover, chess experts and experienced scientists should aim to be intellectually virtuous, able to rely on their habits and dispositions of thought so that doubts and questions arise about the content of their perceptions when and only when they should. 

Emotion, perception and reason

Let me begin by introducing a term: emotion-proper property. An emotion-proper property is the property that is proper to, or ‘belongs to’, a type of emotion. For example, being frightening is the emotion-proper property for fear. Other examples are being disgusting (proper to disgust), being shameful (proper to shame), being enviable (proper to envy), and being worthy of pride (proper to pride). Some emotions and emotion-proper properties will be (roughly) prudential, and some will be (roughly) moral, and some will be both.
 

When we are confronted by things in the environment, and respond emotionally to them, we also, as part of the same experience, typically perceive those things as having the emotion-proper property. For example, if, as a caring parent, you see the out-of-control toboggan hurtling straight for your child, you feel fear, and you see the toboggan as being frightening. Or if you feel disgust at a maggot-infested piece of meat, you see the meat as being disgusting. Or if you are at a party and someone says something to you and you feel angry at the remark, you hear the remark as being insulting. Our ability to perceive things as having these emotion-proper properties will be more or less a matter of training and experience, depending on all sorts of factors which I need not go into here (recognizing maggot-ridden meat as disgusting takes little training or experience; recognizing the offensiveness of certain linguistic expressions or certain ways of behaving at table are things that a child has to be taught). But, drawing on the earlier discussion of perceptual and theoretical concepts, it need not be contentious that, if we do have the requisite training or experience, we can indeed perceive things as having such properties. 

In the typical case, the experience of responding emotionally to things in the environment, combined in phenomenology with the perception of the object as having the emotion-proper property, will also involve the experience of the emotion and the perception as being reasonable or justified.
 For example, when you feel fear, and see the out-of-control toboggan as being frightening, you take the experience to be reasonable or justified. The non-typical cases are not like this: these are the occasions where one realises at the time that one’s emotional response is not reasonable or justified. For example, you feel afraid of the mouse in the corner of the room, and yet at the same time you know that your feelings are not justified. In these non-typical cases, although the object might still seem to have the emotion-proper property (the mouse does seem to be frightening), one is not inclined, as one is in the typical case, to consider one’s emotional response to be justified. There is, thus, the possibility, which may, of course, not be actualised, of acknowledging, in one’s own case, and at the same time as the emotional experience takes place, that things are not really as they seem: the mouse seems frightening, but you know that it is not, for you know that your fear is not justified. 

What makes an emotion reasonable or justified? Roughly, it will be justified by reasons—reasons which justify both the ascription to the object of the emotion-proper property and the emotion. For example, the ascription of the property of being disgusting to the piece of meat will be justified in part because the meat is maggot-infested, and the fact that it is maggot-infested will also justify your disgust. This relationship between (1) justified ascription of emotion-proper properties to the object of the emotion (the meat’s being disgusting), (2) justified emotion (the disgust that you feel towards the meat), and (3) justifying reasons (such as the fact that the meat is maggot-infested) can be shown diagrammatically, where the lines represent justifying relations:

(1) Justified ascription to o of 

(2) Justified emotion E

emotion-proper property F


 felt towards o



(3) Justifying reasons R1 to Rn


More formally, the relation between (1), (2), and (3) can be put as a schema:

An object o has emotion-proper property F iff it is possible for o to be the object of a justified emotion E; and the reasons, R1 to Rn, that justify the ascription of F to o will be the same reasons as those that justify E.

It can be seen that (continuing with the disgusting piece of meat as an example) the reasons that justify the ascription of disgustingness to the piece of meat (the fact that it is maggot-infested, etc.) are the very same reasons that make feeling disgust justified on this occasion. It is neither one’s perceiving it to be disgusting that justifies one’s disgust, nor is it one’s feeling disgust that justifies one’s perceiving it to be disgusting; the justifying route is only from the bottom up.

The epistemology of the emotions, on the other hand, often begins at the top: one often first either feels the emotion (top right in the above diagram), or one perceives the object as having the emotion-proper property (top left); only later does one become conscious of the reasons that both justify one’s emotion and the content of one’s perception. Now, part of what lies behind the intuition that our emotions can sometimes tell us things about the world that reason alone will miss is that they can play this epistemic role: they can enable us to see things in their true light and to make correct perceptual judgements, in ways that we would not otherwise be able to do. Emotions can reveal saliences that we might not otherwise recognize with the same speed and reliability; for example, we can immediately see that something is frightening or disgusting in a way that we would not be capable of if we were not capable of feeling these emotions. Our emotional dispositions can, so to speak, attune us to the world around us, enabling us quickly and reliably to see things as they really are, and thus to respond as we should. In short, emotions enable us to get things right.

Emotional mean-dispositions: being prudentially and morally virtuous

Getting things right is more than having the appropriate emotion, but also having one which is proportional to the circumstances, of the right duration, and so on. This is why it is mistaken to try, as some accounts have done, to capture this normativity with the idea that our emotional responses, at the top right of the diagram, should merely be appropriate.
 An emotion being justified or reasonable is more than its being appropriate. For example, to feel grief at the death of one’s much-loved pet is appropriate, but the grief could fail to be proportionate and it might last the wrong amount of time. To have an emotional disposition that enables one to get things right is to have what Aristotle called an emotional mean-disposition. Having dispositions like this is part of what it is to be prudentially and morally virtuous; as Aristotle put it, the virtuous person will feel—that is, have emotions—and act ‘at the right times, about the right things, towards the right people, and in the right way; … this is the intermediate and best condition, and this is proper to virtue’ (Nicomachean Ethics 1106b20).
 

Having the emotional mean-disposition, the deployment of which is necessary to getting things right, is a profoundly normative notion. It is absurd to suggest that it is sufficient that one should check out one’s emotional dispositions by comparing them to other humans or to others within one’s community, and concluding that if they match up with what is typical or normal, then they are fine, if not, then they are ‘wrong’. For example, it is in an important sense normal for humans to feel envy and sexual jealousy, but in both cases it is at least debateable whether envy and sexual jealousy are ever justified.
 Moreover, in respect of an emotion towards a particular object or type of object, an entire community (or near enough entire) can be wrong, as, for example, were English people at the beginning of the First World War, who almost universally felt profound anger and disgust at all things German: Dachshunds, Wagner, and so on. We now see that as silly (or worse), and surely it is we who are right. It was certainly normal to experience what was called an ‘outpouring of grief’ at the death of Princess Diana, but this too has been argued to be wrong (O’Hear 1998); and here again the contrary view is not wrong simply in virtue of not being normal. In the prudential sphere, it might be normal not to fear the microwaves from mobile ‘phones, but perhaps we will find out at some future date that we are wrong: we should be afraid. And perhaps, in people of a certain age, it has always been normal, throughout civilised time, to find modernity maddening, and to look back with yearning to times gone past. 

If one is not properly attuned to the world around one, then one will be disposed to get things more or less wrong. I say ‘more or less’ because virtue comes in degrees, and most of us are less than fully virtuous. If, for example, you are, by disposition, an unduly timorous person, you will respond with fear to all sorts of things that are not really dangerous—or at least to things that are not as dangerous as you take them to be. And if you are disposed to be unduly indifferent to dangerous things, then you will fail to fear things as you ought. It is, of course, an over-simplification (one to which Aristotle was perhaps prone) to think in terms of there being a single emotional mean-disposition for fear of all sorts of thing. A particular person could, for example, be both unduly indifferent in respect of the risk of being attacked by bulls in fields, and unduly timorous in respect of the risk being attacked by muggers in dark alleyways. Another might be unduly quick to anger at critical remarks about her parents and unduly indifferent towards remarks about her sexuality. There may be explanations of these dispositions, amounting as they do to less than full virtue, that will appeal to these persons’ past experiences: perhaps he was brought up in the company of an unusually friendly bull, and was also brought up by parents who were terrified of street crime, so that their timorousness in this respect rubbed off on him; and so on. Even if one has the right disposition for most situations, if one is less than fully virtuous, factors can unduly interfere with one’s emotional response on an occasion, leading one to fail to get things right. I will mention two notable ones. First, one’s mood can affect one’s emotional response: for example, if one is in an irritable mood (perhaps through drinking too much coffee), then one is more likely to find a remark insulting and to get angry. Secondly, a recent emotional experience in relation to one thing can resonate across to some other, unrelated thing: for example, if one has just had the terrifying experience of being mugged in an alleyway, then one may be especially likely to be jumpy every time there is a knock at the door; your emotional disposition gets temporarily put ‘out of tune’.

I mentioned earlier, with the example of fear of the mouse, those non-typical occasions where one realises that one is getting things wrong. On such occasions, where one realises at the time that the explanation for one’s emotion is not in the world, but is rather in oneself (in one’s disposition, or in one’s mood, or in some other factor affecting reasonable thinking and feeling), one realises that one ought to stop feeling as one does. But this is, of course, a normative ‘ought’ and not necessarily a predictive one: one’s emotions are, to a degree, cognitively impenetrable. Thus, emotions are not open to Moore’s paradox in the same way as are beliefs.
 

So now we can see what lies behind the competing intuitions over the question of whether or not the emotions enable us to see things in their true light. The answer begins to look like this: if one is of the right disposition, that is, if one has the emotional mean-disposition or virtue, and if there are no other undue influences on one’s thinking, then one will see things as they really are, and one will respond in the right way. Having these dispositions can help us to find our way around the world, without our constantly having to consciously reflect on our reasons for our responses on each and every occasion; as was the case with ‘ordinary’ perception, having the right habits of thought and feeling (which here will be internal to the related prudential or moral virtue) will mean that doubts and questions will arise when and only when they should. But if, like most of us, one is less than fully virtuous, then there is not only a significant risk of getting things wrong. There is also a significant risk that one’s emotions will distort perception and reason in ways that I now want to explore.

Emotions can distort perception and reason

I will explore this idea in the context of an epistemological model, which I cannot argue for here, which is essentially Neurathian and anti-foundationalist
, where our extraspective access to the way things are in the world, gained through our senses, is not external to what John McDowell has termed, after Wilfrid Sellars, ‘the space of reasons’. This is what is at the heart of the idea that one’s perceiving things to be thus and so is a reason—in the normative sense—for believing them to be thus and so. This model, however, should not lose sight of one’s ‘standing obligation’, as McDowell puts it, to reflect upon, criticise, and change if necessary our way of thinking of things, although, as McDowell continues, we should accept (as an implicit part of the Neurathian model) ‘that one can reflect only from the midst of the way of thinking one is reflecting about’.
 Having a disposition to reflect in this way, when and only when appropriate, is part of what is involved in being intellectually virtuous. 

As I have already said, it is typical of emotional experience to consider one’s emotion, and one’s perception of the object of one’s emotion as having the emotion-proper property, to be justified. So far so good. But what if, without your knowing it, your emotion is unjustified, and the object of your emotion does not have the emotion-proper property that it seems to have? (Perhaps you think you have the right emotional disposition but you do not; or perhaps your mind is subject to other undue influences that you are not aware of.) In such cases, one’s emotions can distort perception and reason by skewing the epistemic landscape to make it cohere with the emotional experience: referring back to the diagram, the epistemic landscape tends to be skewed downwards, so to speak: we seek out and ‘find’ reasons—reasons which are supposed to justify what is in reality the unjustified ascription of the emotion-proper property, and which, at the same time, are also supposed to justify the emotion. The emotion, and the related perception of the object as having the emotion-proper property, tend to be idées fixes to which reason has to cohere. The phenomenon is a familiar one: when we are afraid, we tend unknowingly to seek out features of the object of our fear that will justify the fear—features that would otherwise (that is, if we were not already afraid) seem relatively harmless.
 This is surely part of what is behind the commonsense intuition that our emotions can mislead us: they are passions, which, like idées fixes, we can be in the grip of.

The skewing process can be continuous whilst the emotion is in place, operating on new information as it comes in. One’s emotions and emotionally-held perceptual judgements ought to be open to be shown to be wrong by new evidence, but when new evidence does emerge, one tends not only to be insensitive to that evidence, but also, for the sake of internal coherence, to doubt the reliability of the source of that new evidence. 

An extreme case is Leontes in Shakespeare’s A Winter’s Tale, who becomes jealous of his wife Hermione, and is convinced that he has been cuckolded by his boyhood friend Polixenes. Although his jealousy is not justified, everything now seems to him to justify his jealousy in what has suddenly become an emotionally skewed epistemic landscape: the way Hermione and Polixenes behave together; the sudden uncertainty about whether his daughter looks like him; the disappearance of his previously-trusted Camillo, who is now a ‘false villain’. He even rejects the evidence of the oracle of Apollo, that ‘Hermione is chaste; Polixenes blameless; Camillo a true subject; Leontes a jealous tyrant; his innocent babe truly begotten’. Apollo, angry at having his word doubted, immediately wreaks his terrible revenge by bringing about the death of Leontes’ son and wife. Only then does Leontes finally come to recognize that he has ‘too much believ’d his own suspicion’; and then it is too late.

A possible objection to my position here is that there is nothing special about the emotional case: people are generally subject to all sorts of well-documented cognitive deficiencies, such as the confirmatory bias
, and the emotional case is just an instance of this. One response to this objection, which I find independently attractive but will not pursue here, is that perhaps more of these cognitive deficiencies can be traced back to the emotions than might at first be thought. The other response, which I will put forward here, is that there is something special about the emotional case: emotions, and emotionally-held perceptual judgements about things as having emotion-proper properties, are more intransigent than are their non-emotional counterparts, and thus the skewing of the epistemic landscape (for the sake of internal coherence) tends to be towards the preservation of the emotionally-held idées fixes at the cost of the unemotional thoughts.

Now, given the generality of the normative requirement of intellectual virtue that one be disposed, when and only when appropriate, to reflect on, criticize, and if necessary change our way of thinking of things, this requirement surely ought to include a disposition to reflect critically, when and only when appropriate, on the way that one’s emotions can have this skewing effect. But doing this is not so easy, largely because of the possibility that one’s epistemic landscape has already been skewed without one’s knowing it; so, like Leontes, one is not in a position, from the here and now of emotional experience, to take the dispassionate view of the evidence that the epistemic requirement demands. The problem is a very familiar one to everyday life: how to satisfy this epistemic requirement when one is in the swim of emotional experience. Consider this example. You feel in despair about your job. The job seems hopeless, and it seems to be hopeless for all sorts of reasons which seem to justify your feelings of despair: there are no decent prospects for promotion; most of your colleagues are people with whom you really have very little in common; you do not seem to be able to get the work done properly; the journey to and from home is a nightmare; and so on. Your friends, not in the here and now of this emotional experience, assure you that things only seem this black because you are feeling so despairing (you used not to be like this; perhaps some Prozac might help?). You try to stand back and see things as others do (maybe things will look a bit brighter in the morning). And you might succeed in doing this to some extent. But you could still think that it is your friends who are wrong: they believe these things because they do not see that things really are hopeless and how right you are to be in despair (Prozac might lift the despair, but the job will still be hopeless). The question remains: Is it you, or is it the job?

This leads me directly to a further, deeper difficulty that presses on those of us who are, prudentially or morally, less than fully virtuous. So far, my focus has been on cases where one is aware through introspection that one is experiencing a particular sort of emotion; in the example just discussed, you are aware that you are in despair. But it would be a grave mistake to think that our emotions are always transparent to introspection in this way. To begin with, one can sometimes not be sure what emotion it is that one is experiencing—it might be fear or it might be excitement as you approach the helter-skelter; the two emotions are phenomenologically very similar. Secondly, one can have an emotion without noticing it—one might be angry with someone and not realise it until it is drawn to your attention. (A sort of limiting case here is emotion that is repressed in the Freudian sense.) Thirdly, without one’s knowledge, an emotion can, through what Jon Elster (1999) has nicely called alchemy or transmutation, be changed into a different emotion, or into some other kind of psychological state altogether. And lastly, emotions can continue to resonate in one’s mental economy long after they are, as it might seem, ‘over’. In all these sorts of case (and others besides), emotion can distort reason in the ways I have been discussing. And this distorting effect can extend to judgements and beliefs that do not, in virtue of their contents, reveal themselves to be ‘emotional’—that is to say, that do not themselves refer to emotion-proper properties as such. But now, one is in the worrying position of not knowing what emotions, if any, are at work, and what judgements and beliefs, if any, have been affected. One can therefore be inclined to think that one is being ‘dispassionate’ in one’s judgment when one is not, or to think mistakenly that one sort of emotion is at work rather than another. Thus one has no way of knowing how to direct one’s watchfulness. Constant checking would not only be practically paralysing; it would also be practically useless. One is in the position of having a normative requirement of intellectual virtue, which one knows of and acknowledges to be reasonable, but which one does not know how to satisfy. 

Of course, if one is, in fact, fully virtuous prudentially and morally, then there will be no skewing of the epistemic landscape in this respect, and the requirement of intellectual virtue will, de facto, be met. But this is only superficially satisfactory, because, if one has, without knowing it, become less than fully virtuous prudentially or morally, the requirement will still seem to be met. And a falling away from full virtue is not always introspectively obvious. Moreover, some thoroughly unvirtuous prudential and moral dispositions involve, if they are deeply embedded psychologically, thinking that one is not in such a state; being self-righteous or being self-satisfied are perhaps examples.

Let me give an example of the difficulty of knowing whether one’s emotion is skewing one’s epistemic landscape. A long time ago you were very angry with a colleague at work because he failed to turn up to a meeting that you were chairing, and at which his presence was essential. How could he do this when he promised to be there! You thought your anger to be thoroughly justified, on the grounds of his being so unreliable and inconsiderate. The following day, though, he came to see you with a full explanation, and was extremely apologetic. His son had been taken suddenly ill, and had to be rushed to hospital, and there was no chance of getting to a ‘phone; and so on. You put your anger behind you, as you should do, realising that your anger, although understandable at the time, was not justified, for he really had a good reason not to be there, and a good reason why he could not give you advance warning. Later still—much later—you are asked to provide a reference about this colleague. Without your realising it, the content of what you say is affected by the residue of your anger, which still lies deep in the recesses of your mind. Of course, you do not go so far as to state outright that he is unreliable and inconsiderate, for your memory of the incident is at best only hazy; and anyway, as it later emerged, he was neither unreliable nor inconsiderate on that occasion. But still, unknown to you, for you think that you are being fair and dispassionate in what you say, your reference is not as favourable as it would have been if the incident had never taken place. Aware of the requirement of intellectual virtue, which is a virtue that you aspire to, you ask yourself, ‘Am I emotionally involved here? Because if I am, I should be especially watchful.’ But the answer comes back ‘No, I am not emotionally involved’; moreover, you might sense a certain puzzlement as to what sort of emotion might be at work on this occasion. And if you were reminded of the long-past incident, you might insist that any anger that you felt all that time ago is no longer at work, distorting reason.
 

Virtue and Blame
Where are we so far? First, whilst one is in the swim of life, emotionally engaged with what is going on, one’s epistemic landscape is liable, if one is less than fully virtuous, to be skewed by one’s emotion and one’s perception of emotion-proper properties, idées fixes to which reason is forced to cohere. To avoid this as much as possible, one should see oneself as subject to the requirement of intellectual virtue to reflect, as and when appropriate, on what one takes to be reasons, to make corrections where necessary, and to be disposed to be especially watchful when one is emotionally engaged. But then the further difficulty arises, that one can be emotional without knowing it, so one has no way of knowing that one’s perception and reason are being distorted, or in what ways. Even if one were to accept the idea (which I am inclined to endorse) that emotions are always somewhere at work in our psyche, and thus to accept that a special watchfulness is always required, one will still be no wiser as to how to apply this normative requirement at any particular moment. This seems to me to be especially troubling, as it seems that we ought to meet requirements which, if our emotions are not as they should be, we will not be able to meet: not only will our emotions be other than they ought to be; we ought to know that they are other than they ought to be. And this seems to fly in the face of the dark doctrine that ‘ought’ implies ‘can’.

The conclusion seems to be this. If we are to be intellectually fully virtuous, we need first to be prudentially and morally fully virtuous.
 If we fail to meet this prior condition, we will find that doubts and questions will not arise about our extraspective knowledge as and when they should, and they will not arise because we lack introspective knowledge about our emotional condition, and about how that condition is distorting perception and reason. We may be motivated to be intellectually virtuous, but we cannot actually be intellectually fully virtuous in this respect. And when put like that, the position is very understandable and unmysterious. Hookway, drawing a direct analogy between moral and intellectual or cognitive virtues, says ‘That someone may lack the ability to display the cognitive virtues which she endorses seems a regular feature of our experience. … Possession of intellectual virtue depends upon the possession of skills and habits whose possession is largely independent of the recognition that some state is, in fact, such a virtue’ (2000: 76). And, we can now add, possession of this intellectual virtue also depends upon possession of prudential and moral virtue—that is, upon having prudential and moral emotional mean-dispositions.

I want to end with some speculative remarks about accountability and blame for the failures to comply with the normative requirements that I have been discussing in this chapter. If we are prudentially and morally less than fully virtuous, are we properly to blame for our lack of virtue, for our unjustified emotions, for the distorting of perception and reason that unjustified emotions can bring about, and for our ignorance that this is what is happening? We certainly do ordinarily blame people, including ourselves, for these things. But the question is whether blame is appropriate here. One view is that it is not: we are only properly to blame for what is within our direct voluntary control. Thus, for example, we can be properly blamed for actions that are wrong, for these are things which are (at least typically) within our control. But we should not, according to this view, be blamed for our lack of virtue, for our unjustified emotions, or for our ignorance, for these are things which are not within our direct voluntary control.
 

There are (at least) two possible approaches which, in contrast to this view, attempt to endorse our everyday practice of blame. On the first approach, one might, in an Aristotelian spirit, shift the focus from particular emotions and particular occasions of ignorance, which are admitted not to be in our direct control, and on to their sources, which are the relevant dispositional states of the person. One could then insist that these are at least within our indirect or partial control: roughly, you can be blamed for them because you did not try in the past to do things that you could have tried to do (like trying to be a nicer person), and if you had tried (and succeeded), then you would not now have the lack of virtue that you do have. Moreover, according to this view, there is no significant difference in voluntariness between intellectual virtues and prudential and moral virtues; if we can be blamed for lacking compassion, then we can equally be blamed for lacking an intellectual virtue. This would seem to be the approach of Linda Zagzebski in her very fruitful work on virtue epistemology. She says ‘No one claims that our moral virtues and vices are under our complete control, but they are generally regarded as sufficiently voluntary to be the proper object of moral evaluation, including moral praise and blame’ (1996; 59–60); and ‘the voluntariness of intellectual virtues does not differ in any significant way from the voluntariness of the moral virtues’ (1996: 60, Footnote 34). 

An alternative, more radical, approach is to deny that we can only be blamed for what is voluntary. I cannot argue for it here, but this position seems to me to be intuitively very attractive and well worth exploring when we consider prudential, moral and intellectual failures of the kinds that I have been considering in this chapter.
 For it is highly intuitive that we ought to have the right dispositions, we ought not to have unjustified emotions, and ignorance of these failures is no excuse. As Robert Adams puts it, ‘We ought not only to try to have good motives and other good states of mind rather than bad ones; we ought to have good ones and not bad ones. … The subject of ethics is how we ought to live; and that is not reducible to what we ought to do or try to do, and what we ought to cause or produce. It includes just as fundamentally what we should be for and against in our hearts, what and how we ought to love and hate. It matter morally what we are for and what we are against, even if we do not have the power to do much for it or against it, and even if it was not by trying that we can to be for it or against it’ (1985: 12). 

Consider this example. Jim lacks the emotional mean-disposition for anger, tending to become angry without what we would consider to be good reason, especially when he takes his status or moral worth to be impugned. He is like this in part because he thinks rather too highly of himself. One day, very much in character, Jim takes a harmless remark made at a meeting to be a deeply personal insult to his integrity. Now, further assume that Jim has stood back, as he should on this occasion, and asked himself if his emotion is skewing his epistemic landscape. He determines that it has not; he thinks his anger to be a fully justified righteous indignation. We blame him for being angry on this occasion, and for the lack of moral virtue which explains his being angry. We blame him for his ignorance that his epistemic landscape is being skewed, and for his lack of intellectual virtue, which lack explains his ignorance. According to this approach, blame is appropriate in all these respects, regardless of whether or not the failures were in his direct or indirect control.
 Moreover, not only is our blame appropriate, Jim ought to blame himself once he comes to realise the insidious way that his anger, and his overweening self-regard, are distorting his perception and reason.

So, I hope at the end of all this we are left with a picture of the emotions that shows how they can enable us to get things right, whilst accepting that they can sometimes be deeply misleading; and I hope to have explained how both of these are possible. Whilst we would not want other than to be creatures capable of emotion, we must not lose sight of just how messy, confusing and difficult emotional life can be for those of us who are less than fully virtuous.
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� The idea that there are cases where emotions are not involved will be subject later to some qualification.


� McDowell (1996: xix). Cf Brewer (1999).


� For discussion of these issues in terms of virtue epistemology, see Zagzebski (1996) and Hookway (2000). Also see Brewer (1999) for what he calls a ‘first-order’ account of how perceptual experiences can themselves ‘provide reasons for the perceiver’s beliefs about the way things are in the world around him’ (1999: 205)—reasons which are, however, ‘always open to rational reflection and rejection’ (1999: 205). 


� Hookway was concerned here with what he called ‘practical rationality’, and the content of perceptual experience will be part of practical rationality in the sorts of cases I have in mind. I appreciate that virtue epistemology is controversial. I will not argue for it here, but would point readers especially to Hookway’s paper, where he emphasises the parallels between the prudential and the moral virtues and the intellectual virtues, especially in respect of the importance in deliberation of what we do not consciously monitor and control, relying on the habits and dispositions which are part of the relevant virtue. There are many issues here concerning internalism and epistemic justification that I cannot go into. 


� I was helped here by Blackburn (1995: 278–9) and his discussion of Churchland (1986). 


� For the purposes of this chapter nothing hangs on distinguishing between prudential and moral emotions and emotion-proper properties; moreover, there may be other emotions and emotion-proper properties that are neither prudential nor moral—aesthetic, for example.


� As John Skorupski puts it, ‘the affective response typically carries with it a normative impulse’ (2000: 125).


� Each relatum is normative; at pains of falling foul of Moore’s open question argument (1903), none of the relata can be explicated in non-normative terms. It is worth pointing out here that this schema ought to be equally amenable to a projectivist and to a realist (so long as one is not working with too ontologically loaded a conception of property). For a reasonable projectivist should agree that whilst one’s feeling of disgust might explain why one finds the meat to be disgusting, it is not the response that makes the meat disgusting (cf Blackburn 1993: 157); and the realist will surely say the same (cf McDowell 1979 and 1987). Those emotion-proper properties that are related one-to-one to emotions will generally be at the ‘thicker’ end (disgusting-disgust; frightening-fear; hateful-hate; shameful-shame). Others will be much more complicated in their relations. A fully developed account will have to be able to handle the difference between two distinct uses of some of these terms for emotion-proper properties—a moralising and a non-moralising use (cf D’Arms and Jacobson 2000b). Consider envy. If one were to insist that envy is a vice, and that envy is never justified, then nothing is ever truly enviable. This is a moralising use. But there is another non-moralising use, where we would agree that it is true that my neighbour’s Maserati is enviable, even though, when speaking morally, nothing is enviable. There are a number of other issues that would have to be dealt with in a fully developed account, but I will have to put these to one side here. 


� Thus, whilst perception plays this epistemologically important role in our experience of things as having emotion-proper properties, my position does not involve a bogus intuitionism (cf McDowell 1987); justification involves reasons.


� See, for example, Mulligan (1998), Raz (2000), and D’Arms and Jacobson (2000a). 


� As Simon Blackburn puts it, ‘Where virtuous agents differ is in the direction of their passions, not their existence. … They care about the right things and to the right extent’ (2002: 95). See also Morton (2002).


� Cf the discussion of envy in Footnote � NOTEREF _Ref14773998 \h ��8� above. 


� There are cases where being ‘out of tune’ on an occasion enables one, by accident, to get things right; Adam Morton suggested an example to me of someone who is especially afraid because of the scary film that he just saw, so that he notices that someone is following him, which he would not have otherwise been able to do. I appreciate that there are a number of epistemological difficulties here, but I will not address them in this chapter. 


� I discuss this in Goldie (2000: 74�-8). 


�  As Otto Neurath put it, in the famous words that became Quine’s motto, ‘We are like sailors who have to rebuild their ship on the open sea, without ever being able to dismantle it in dry-dock and reconstruct it from the best components.’ Neurath, ‘Protokollsätze’, Erkenntnis (1932-1933), repr. as 'Protocol Statements', in Otto Neurath, Philosophical Papers 1913-1946, ed. and tr. R. S. Cohen and M. Neurath (Dordrecht, 1983).


� McDowell (1996: 81). He makes these remarks in the context of ethical thinking, but makes it clear that they apply equally to all empirical knowledge; cf McDowell (1987).


� Remember, I am not here concerned with those non-typical occasions (such as the fear of the mouse) when one knows at the time that one’s emotional response is not justified, but the emotion remains; for on those occasions one’s reason stands opposed to one’s emotion, and one recognizes that it is one’s emotion that is in error. 


� See, for example, Nisbett and Ross (1980).


� This is echoed in Simon Blackburn’s remarks, where he is drawing out the significant differences between secondary properties and ‘those involved in value and obligation’. He says, ‘There is no such loss [of immediately felt phenomenal quality] when we become, say, corrupt. We cannot become corrupt overnight, and usually we cannot tell when we have done so. Indeed, it would be a hallmark of many kinds of moral blindness that this is so’. (1993: 159–60). 


� For some related empirical research, see Zillman and Cantor (1976). 


� Zagzebski (1996) also argues, for other reasons, that it is necessary to be morally virtuous if one is to be fully intellectually virtuous.


� These are familiar difficulties, and they are raised particularly in the context of virtue epistemology, given the traditional view that belief formation is involuntary. What I have in mind by the term ‘voluntary control’ is given by Adams (1985: 8): ‘To say that something is (directly) within my voluntary control is to say that I would do it (right away) if and only if I (fully) tried or chose or meant to do so, and hence that if I did it I would do it because I tried or chose or meant to do it, and in that sense voluntarily.’


� This is the position of Adams (1985).


� Questions of punishment will need to kept separate from questions of blame; it may well be that people should not be punished in the same way for failures to meet norms where those failures are not within the person’s control.


� Thanks are due to many people for their comments, including Adam Morton, David Papineau, Carlo Penco, Finn Spicer, and the audiences at the Emotion, Evolution and Rationality conference, The University of Genova, and the Birkbeck Philosophical Society, where earlier versions of this chapter were aired. 
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