Chapter Seven

Misleading Emotions
Peter Goldie

Ower recent years there has been an optimistic trend in empirical and evelutionary
psychology, and also more widely amongst philosophers of a broadly “cognitivist’
bent, which emphasizes the usclulness of emotion in pcking up saliences in the
environment, and enabling quick and effective action with htle or no conscious
deliberation. This optimism, | believe, deserves o be tempered with some realism.
The emotions can systematically mislead us, and they can do so in ways that are
svstematically hard to detect and correct. This 1s especially the case in respect of those
emotional capacities which evolved in environments that differ in important respects
from the environment in which we now live.

. Introduction

It is an orthodox view these days, and a correct one | think, that our emotional
capacities and dispositions enable us to percerve cerfamn things in our environment
as salient, and to respond emotionally to those things in ways thal are advantageous
for us (see, for example, Elgin, this vol.; Tanesini, this vol.; de Sousa 1987; Griffiths
1997; Greenspan 2006). Roughly speaking, we are betler off, as individuals and as
a species, in having such capacities and dispositions. For example, when we are in
a dangerous situation, we are able to perceive things as dangerous, and 1o respond
appropriately with fear and with evasive action, doing so at a speed and with a lack
ol conscious deliberation that we would not be able 1o achieve withoul our capacity
for fear. [t may well be that, as Joseph LeDoux (1998) has argued, we have a “high
road” and a ‘low road’ for processing this kind of mlormation — a more complex,
slower route, and whal 15 sometimes called a "quick and dirty” or "fast and frugal®
route. This idea is now taken very seriously by empirical psychologists in the form
of what is often called “dual process’ theory. The two processes have various names,
but [ will call them “intuitive thinking” and “deliberative thinking™.* They are meant
lo complement each other. Intuitive thinking, involving emotion and imagination,
operates fast, does nol involve conscious thinking and plays a vital epistemic role in
a world in which energy resources are limited and speed of response is of the essence.
Deliberative thinking, in contrast, 1s more ‘cool’, involves conscious deliberation
and has as one of 115 funchons operating as a check or balance on imtwitive thinking,

| See. forexample, Haidt {2001 ); Handt (2007); Greene et al. (2001 ); Chgerenzer {2004,
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150 Epistemodogy and Emotions

But both processes are cognitive; the old idea, if there ever was such an 1dea, of the
emotions as mere rmrational or arational urges s long gone.

| willingly accepl the idea that emotions and intuitive thinking can and do play
this role of helping us to manage our way through the world under constraints of finite
time and energy resources. But [ want to add a more pessimistic note about the role of
deliberative thinking as check and balance. The emotions, | will argue, can and oflen
do sysfematically mislead us, and this gives nse to some interesting and practically
challengimg epistemic 1ssues which, as will emerge, have some connections Lo the so-
called heuristics and biases tradition in empirical psychology.® The *systematically’
15 imporlant here. OF course there 15 nothing Tundamentally problematic with the
occasional misleading emotion — for example, with the occasional fear felt towards
something that is not really dangerous. [t might get you into difficulties at the time,
but it does not throw into question the role of emotion in general, any more than the
occasional false belief throws into guestion the role of our belief-forming capacity
in general. The concern that | want o raise about emotion here goes deeper than
that. Furthermore, emotions not only systematically mislead us, but they also do so
in ways that can be very hard to detect — and to correct. So we cannot always salely
rely on episternic checks and balances on emolion and intuitive thimkmg from the
slower and ‘cooler” processes of thought imvolved in deliberative thinking. Even if
the old dea of the emolions as uralional or aralional 15 long gone, we should avoud
a recoll into the idea of the emotions as thoroughly ordered, and micely and reliably
aligned with reason. On the contrary, they can both undermine reason and disguise
the fact that this is what they are doing,

2, Misleading Sallences

In general, our emotional capacities and dispositions “filter” our perception of our
surroundings (Wollheim 1999; Roberts 2003; Déring, this vol.), and to that extent
emotional salience and emolional arousal are generaled according o whal those
capacities and dispositions are. So, for example, a man who is disposed 1o find cows
Inghtening will see them as [mghlening, dangerous and hable to stampede in ways
that the rest of us would not when confronted with a herd of cows, and he will leel
fear where we would nol. Salience and arousal go together.

Salience and emotional arousal can be distorted because of imrational emotional
dispositions, and | dare say thal a morbid fear of cows is one such. But | am not
concerned here with phobias, obsessions and the like. | am more interested in those
cases where there 1s nothing wrrational about the emolional disposition as such, but
where it can still be systematically misleading. To see what | mean, let us start with
David Hume, who made the point in relation to our moral sentiments. We will see
that the pont turns oul to be quite general.

‘Momality’. Hume famously said, *is more properly felt than judged ol
(Hume [1739/40], 470).* But he made it clear that not any feelings are relevant

2 mee, for example, Nisbett ond Ross (1980), and Kahneman, Slovic and Tversky
[ 1982).
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Misleading Emotions 151

in distinguishing moral good and evil. If we are to engage in moral thought and
discourse, two Kinds of correction, using reason and imagination, are reguired.
First, in judging the morality of an action we must put to one side the feelings we
have which resull from the contingencies of our own particular relations with the
profagomists. For example, the fact that the Good Samaritan happens to be my son
should nol influence my moral judgement ol his action, even though his Kindness
and generosily are more salient for me, and even though | accordingly feel more
admiration, just beceuse he is my son { Hume [1739/40], 472). This is not (o say that |
should necessanly avoid having the leelings proper to my particular relationship with
my son, but rather that these feehngs should be kept apart from my feehings about
the morality of his action. Indeed, as Hume observed, these two kinds of feeling can
even be contrary: “The good qualities of an enemy are hurtful to us; but may still
command our esteem and respect ... as when the fortifications of a city belonging to
the enemy are esteemed beautiful upon account of their strength, though we could
wish that they were entirely destroved’ (Hume [1739/40], 586-7). So the first thing
we have to take into account and adjust for 1s the particularity of relationships: the
same acl of kindness done by a frend, an enemy or a complete stranger should be
judged to have the same moral properties even though the salience of the action’s
moral properties, and our moral feelings in response, are different.

Secondly, our moral sentiments vary depending on the contingent proximity
or remoleness of the object of our sentiments, and we need to correct for these
varialions 1n sentiment oo when amving al moral judgements ol virlue and vice
{Hume [1739/40], 581). What is nearer is more salient than what is farther away, and
thus has a greater effect on our sentiments. Hume draws this analogy: our judgement
ol the moral esteem ol someone distant should be correcled by reason, just as we
should judge that an approaching object 15 not really getting any larger even though
it might appear to be getting larger (Hume [1777], 227-8).

So reason has an important role here, to correct for the biases (o our moral
judgements that can arise from these two influences on our moral sentiments. (In this
sense one can see him, perhaps rather controversially, as a kind of proto-dual-process
theorist; more of this later.) I our moral judgements and discourse were slavishly
lo follow our sentiments, as Hume says, ‘it is impossible we could ever converse
logether on reasonable terms’, and ‘[i|n order, therefore, to prevent these conlinual
contradictions, and arrive al a more siable judgement of things, we fix on some
steady and general point of view; and always, m our thought, place ourselves in them,
whatever may be our present situation” (Hume [1739/40], 581-2). Hume made the
point many times over, both in the Frearive and in the Enguiry, that this requirement,
lo take a steady and general point of view, 15 essenhial Lo our moral discourse.®

4 It s impossible men could ever agree in ther sentiments and judzements, unless they
chose some commen point of view” (Hume [173%40], 391). “The intercourse of sentimenis
... makes us form seme general inalierable standard” (Hume [1739/40], 603; Hume [1777].
229). “General language, therefore, being formed lor general use, must be moulded on some
peneral view” {Hume [1777], 228). “The notion of morals implies some senfimenl common
to all mankind, which recommends the same object to general approbation, and makes every

Epistemology a0 MoOsL mem, agree in the same opinion or decision concerning i (Hume [1777], 272).
Abingdon, Oxon, , GBR: Ashgate Publishing Group, 2008. p 162

http://site.ebrary.com/lib/jyvaskyla/Doc?id=10254954&ppg=162

Copyright © 2008. Ashgate Publishing Group. All rights Reserved.

May not be reproduced in any form without permission from the publisher, except fair uses permitted under U.S. or applicable copyright law.



152 Epistemodogy and Emotions

But it 15 at this point that Hume reveals his pessimism aboul the corrective
power of reason. We might manage to make moral “pronouncements’ based on our
reasoned adjustments to our sentiments, in line with the general requirement to lake
a sleady and general pomnt of view, bul nevertheless the hearl seldom lollows the
head: ‘I do not feel the same lively pleasure from the virtues of a person who lived
in Greece two thousand years ago that | feel from the virtues of a familiar friend
and acquaintance” (Hume [1739/40], 581). Whilst reason might enable me to judge
that my Inend and the distant Greek are equally virtuous, my close relationship with
my [riend, and his proximaty. still have their distorting influence on my passion: the
general principles for correction by reason “are nol altogether eflicacious, nor do our
passions often correspond entirely Lo the present theory” (Hume [1739/:40], 583). If
our passions do not entirely fall into hine with comrection by reason, then, one mght
think, it 1s likely that our motivations will also follow our heart and not our head
— that they will lollow the direction of our sentiments and not that of our judgements
or discourse, | will return to this important point shortly.

The question that | now wanl to address 15 whether Hume's idea of how
senliments or passions can bias judgement generalizes beyond the moral domaim.
Do the same biases arise elsewhere too? According to the work of the psychologists
Richard Misbett and Lee Ross, and of Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky, founders
of the heuristics and biases tradition, indeed they do. We can immediately see the
connections between their work and Hume’s moral philosophy. Let us consider
Misbelt and Ross, who, in Chapter 3 of their Humen Inference: Strategies and
Shortcomings of Social Judgment (Nisbetl and Ross 1980), discuss how emolions
can have misleading or distorting eflecls on our inferences according to what they
call the ‘vividness criterion’. Information s vivid, they say, when it s “likely to
attract and hold our aftention and lo excile the imagination to the extent that it 1s (a)
emotionally mteresting, (b} concrete and imagery-proveking, and (¢) proximale in a
sensory, temporal or spatial way” (Nisbett and Ross 1980, 43).

Regarding (a), emotional interest, events tend of course to have more emotional
mterest if' we are ourselves directly involved. And, as Nisbett and Ross add, “events
also are more interesting when they happen o people we know than when they
happen to people we do nol know, and they are more interesting when they happen
o people aboul whom we have strong leelings than when they happen to people
aboul whom we have neutral feelings’ (Nisbelt and Ross 1980, 46). Regarding
(b}, a concrele and imagery-provoking evenl will be one which, roughly, has more
emolional content in virtue of the way what happened 15 grasped; the more emotional
detail there i available, the more salience and impact it will have. For example. a
short report in the newspapers of a flood in the Philippines with five thousand dead
will have less emolional detaal than a report on lelevision with close-up loolage
ol the devastation and ol the drowned bodies. And discussing the proximity of
information, (¢}, Nisbett and Ross give this example: *The news that a bank in one’s
neighbourhood has been robbed just an hour ago 15 more vivid than the news thal a
bank on the other side of town was robbed last week” (Nisbett and Ross 1980, 49).
These three elements of the vividness criterion are typically found together, even if
they are conceptually distinct (Nisbett and Ross 1980, 45),
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Misleading Emotions 153

Misbett and Ross go on to argue that the vividness ol mformation afTects inferences.
( The epigraph to the chapter is a quotation from Bertrand Russell: ‘Popular induction
depends upon the emotional interest of the mstances, not upon their number”.) When
information 15 whal they call “pallid’, as dry statistical evidence 15, 1t lends to be
given less inferential weight than the evidence of one’s own eyes or evidence that is
otherwise more salienl. The robbery in one’s own neighbourhood an hour ago, being
mare vivid that the robbery last week on the other side of lown, *1s hikely to have a
greater impact on one’s views ol the senousness of the cnme problems in one’s city
or the need for stiffer prison sentences for bank robbers™ (Nisbett and Ross 1980, 50),
And the vivid television footage of the flood in the Philippines is likely to make one
more concemed aboul the madequacy of the flood delence systems than 15 the pale
newspaper reporl.

A direct line-by-line comparison of Hume's account with that of Misbett and
Ross would not be fruitful without a lengthy prior examination of their philosophies
of mind and of action. Nevertheless, it seems clear that what their accounts have in
common 15 the wdea that our judgements and inlerences aboul empincal lacls can
be systematically biased by emotion in cases where emolions pick up on certain
saliences that are not relevant for the judgement or inference. The question then is
how these bases allecl molivalion,

Somelimes, of course, vividness of information can have a beneficial effect on
motivation, getting one to do something that one ought to have done anyway, but
never gol around to. Nisbett and Ross give a nice example of how, in 1974, the
much-reported and much-discussed mastectomies performed on Mrs Ford and Mrs
Rockefeller led to a mass of visits for cancer checkups, whereas in the past widely
disseminated statistics about the nsks of breast cancer had produced nothing like
such a significant effect on behaviour. But saliences do often mislead one into error,
leading one to attach too much weight to certain considerations and thus leading one
o acl wrongly—ethically or prudentially.

Towards the end of their chapter on misleading saliences and the vividness
criterion, Nisbett and Ross accept, as | do on my own behalf; that they have chosen o
emphasize the "senous inlerential and behavioural costs” associated with emotional
saliences, the reason for this pessimism being, simply, that ‘[t]he vividness of
information 1s correlated only modestly, at best, with its evidential value” (Nisbelt
and Ross 1980, 60). But they then go on (o make some speculative remarks about
the reasons why we are subject to making these errors in reasoning and behaviour as
a result of emotional saliences. This will help to lead us towards the next thing that
| want to discuss — how misleading emotional saliences arise through environmental
mismatch. This is what they say:

During all but the most recent moments of our evelutionary history, dangers and
opportunities have been relatively conerete and vivid. .. Now, however, our world has
come Lo have pressing dangers which are complex and abstract matiers ... . danpers best
desenbed by abstract and often statistical information. (Misbeit and Koss 1980, 60)

The suggestion, then, is that what used to be advantageous is now nol so, because
the environment has changed in respect of its increasing complexity, and in respect

. Epistemology and Emotions.
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154 Epistemodogy and Emotions

of our increased knowledge of its complexity. We will see that the environment has
changed not only n this way, but 1n olhers too.

3. Environmental Mismatch

Let us begin with the notion, recently developed by Gerd Gigerenzer and his
collaborators, of *bounded rationality”, and see how 1l relates o the heunstics and
biases tradition of Nisbetl and Ross and Kahneman and Tversky. The central idea
of bounded rationality, emerging from the discipline of evolutionary psychology, is
that humans, under the constraints of tme and limited information, do not typically
reason using the accepied standards of decision theory. We act on the strength of a
collection of rules and heuristics embodied in what they call an “adaptive toolbox”,
which has the following lealures:

First, it [i15] a collection of rules or heunstics rather than .. a general-purpose decision-
making algorithm ... . Second, these heunstics are fast, frugal, and computationally
cheap rather than consistent, coherent, and general. Third. these heunistics are sdapted
o particular environments, past or present, physical or social. ... Fourth, the bundle
of heuristics i the adaptive toolbox 15 orchestrated by some mechanism reflecting the
impoerance of conflicting motivations and goals. (Gigerenzer and Selien 2001, %)

Emotions, they say, can themselves be heuristics — let us call them ‘emotion-based
heunstics”. (ngerenzer's example 15 disgust, which operates only within the domain
of things we choose to ingest, and which serves the adaptive function of preventing
poisoning (Gigerenzer 2001, 42). I the wailer in the restaurant presents us with a
green steak on the plate, we will feel disgust towards it and refuse to eat it, even if’
we are assured that it 15 harmless colouring.”

We can see that there is agreement between the recent work of Gigerenzer and
colleagues on bounded rationality, and that of Nisbeit and Ross and Kahneman
and Tversky in the heuristics and biases tradition, in this respect: they agree thal our
emolion-based heunistics have a very important role in our mtuilive responses Lo the
world around us, and as a resull in the ways we act. However, whereas the earlier
researchers pul the emphasis on the errors and biases that can anse, (ngerenzer
and colleagues say that “bounded rationahty 1s not an inferior form ol rabonahty”
(Gigerenzer and Selten 2001, 6). Peter Todd, writing in the same volume, registers
the disagreement by commenting that ‘the basic message of [the heuristics and
biases| research program ... is thal humans use heuristics at their penl, more oflen
than not making errors of judgment and inaccurate decisions. ... In contrast, the
vision ol ecological mtionalily emphasizes that humans use specific simple heunstics
because they enable adaptive behaviour, by exploiting the structure of information
in natural decision environments. Simphicity is a virtue, rather than a curse’ (Todd
2001, 52-3). S0 the rationality wars, as they are sometimes called, are not over the

5 See also Todd and Gigerenzer (2000, 740 and 74 1) where the precise role of emotion
15 discussed as one of the “challenges that remain’. Adam Morlon (2000) discusses the

epistemology arPEiiEAplity that a heunstic can also play the role of *orchestration’.
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Misleading Emotions 155

role of emotion in our reasoning, nor are they over the emergence of our emotions
from our evolutionary past. Rather, the rationalily wars are, at least in parl, over
whether or nol heunstics, including emotion-based heuristics, m general serve our
inlerests in the enviromment in which we now five: In other words, whether we should
be pessimistic or optimistic about the epistemic role of heuristics, and thus, we can
add. ol emotion-based heunstics in particular.”

The answer to this question will depend, in part, on whether or not there 15 a match
between, on the one hand, the actual environment in which we now live and. on the
other hand, the related domain-specific emotion-based heuristic. *Heuristics that are
malched Lo particular environments allow agents to be ecologically rational, making
adaptive decisions that combine accuracy with speed and frugality, The degree to
which a match exists ... determines how accurate a heuristic 13” (Gigerenzer 2001,
46). | will argue, in respect of at least three types of emotion, that there is a sysrematic
environmental mismatch, that this mismaltch systemarically leads to wrong mtuitive
thinking, and thus to wrong motives and wrong actions, and furthermore, that this
mismatch 18 systemarically nol easy to detect or correct through reason, through
deliberative thinking. To repeat what | said at the outset, the concern | want 1o raise
15 nol the bare possibility of whal are called ‘false positives’. These can be no bad
thing: better 1o jump at a stick on the path. fearfully taking it to be a snake, than not
lo jump at a snake on the path, blithely taking it to be a stick. The concern goes much
deeper than false positives,

Let us start with male aggression. The anthropologist Daniel Fessler tells ol a
case from his fieldwork in south-western Sumatra which illustrates well what [ have
in mind. Late one night a man, Rusiram, and his girlfriend hired a minibus 1o take
them home. In a senseless dispute over the fare (the discrepancy was tiny by any
standard), a fight began and the driver and his friend stabbed Rustram fourieen times
and left hum for dead by the roadside with his girlfriend. Discussing what happened,
some of the villagers blamed it on possession by the Devil, but another wisely said it
was because of malu: *No one wants 1o be mafu in front of a girl’ {Fessler 2001, 194).
Literature, history and empirical psychology are replete with such examples, and we
have all wilnessed or been ivolved m mcdents of men getting wildly angry and
oul of control; something hke it happens most nights in most big cilies, so oflen over
some trivial matter, such as who was first in the queue al the bar,

Main 18 an emotion which is something like a simpler version of shame, and its
converse, bangga, 15 something like a simpler version of pride — Fessler calls them
Protoshame and Protopride. They are based on what he calls a three-point logic,
i which the other “1s viewed not as a target lor mtersubjectivity, but merely as a

6 J-L. Bermuides (2000 discusses an important issue, which 1 will nod divectly sddress:
what the status of bounded rationality 15 in normative epistemelogy, ascontrasted o descnplive
epistemology; in other words, whether or not Gigerenzer and other proponents of bounded
rationality are clmming that this 1s the way we oughi 1o reason, us well as claimimg that this
i5 the way we. in fact, do reason. For an irenic discussion of the rationality wars see Samuels,

epistemotogy arpihind Bishop (2002), and Samuels and Stich (2003).
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156 Epistemodogy and Emotions

feature of the social world” (Fessler 2001, 197). and can thus be emotions which are
homologous with emolions in other amimals.”

Although Protoshame and Protopride (unusually, Fessler remarks, English does
not have a term for them) are thoroughly dysfunctional for human beings in today’s
environment, they were not always so. Fessler speculates on their adaptiveness:

Because Protoshame, an aversive cmotion, 15 chicited by subordinetion, while Protopride,
a rewarding emotion. 1= elicited by dominance, individualz capable of experiencing these
emotions would have been metivaled (o seck out higher rank ... [and hence] would have
greater reproductive success than those who lacked these traits. (Fessler 2001, 198)

We need nol be committed to this particular explanation of why Protopride or
Protoshame are selectionally advantageous, of why they are “adaptations’ or products
of natural selection which evolved for adaptive reasons over the species” evolutionary
past (Barkow, Cosmides and Tooby 1992). All we need is the idea that they play a
role 1n the emolion-based heunstic concerned with male aggression lowards other
males, and that in an ancestral environment they were adaplive — lor some reason or
other. But today, of course, we have an environmental mismatch. Not only are violent
disputes between males over trivial maiters often ethically problematic, with the
dominant man taking advantage of his physical superiority. This kind of aggression
also now charactenistically fails to serve the purpose that it did: disputes get out of
control with no one the winner in the end, often also agamnst the best interests not
only ol the individuals concerned bul also ol the wider community. Al the time ol the
dhspute the protagomsts will do everything i ther power to win the day, sacnhicing
much else of what they value when they are nol in the grip ol the emotion: their
health, their liberty, their dignity and much else besides.” Leaving all this to one
side, there i3 also the terrible damage that can be done to someone’s psyche through
sublimation ol his aggression agamst other men inlo some other activily.”

The second kind of domain-specific emotion-based heuristic which has an
environmental mismatch is fear and mistrust of strangers — xenophobia. The
xenophobe tends immediately and vnreflectively 1o react adversely 1o those who
are ‘not like us’, and to treal them with suspicion or ever worse. The “fast and
frugal’ nature of such responses has some guite robust support from the well-known
Harvard implicit association tests for race, in which we are found to respond much
more quickly to terms such as *good’ and ‘mice” when juxtaposed with white faces
than we do when they are juxtaposed with black ones.™

7 The three-point logic for Protoshame 15 (1) the other 15 assessed as more important
than the self; (2) the sell must interact with the other in which (1) will be salient; and {3} as a
resull the self feels Protoshame or malfe {Fessler 2000, 195-6).

£ One muight argue that what we have in such cases 15 not irationality but simply
radically shifting preferences (see Elster 1999b), but this 15 surely rescuing rationality ot the
cost of common sense. See also Fessler (2001, 208-9).

9 These emobions can also be economically damaging, with males competing poantlessly
to have the “best” positional good such as the biggest house or the fastest car.

Epistemology and emoidld €€ hitps:implicitharvard.edu/imphicit/.
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Misleading Emotions 157

Jim Hopkins has argued that the tendency to what he calls “ingroup cohesion
and outgroup conthet” appears i mndividual motivations as “two sides ol the same
evolutionary com’ — once adaplive, now dyslunctional, and, however much “we
miadderns think curselves guarded against such modes ol thought, the rools remain
active” (Hopkins 2004, 225). The evidence [or this is all around us, in conflicts as
far apart as local gang wars in South London and tribal disputes in remote parts of
Alnca,

Finally, there is male sexual jealousy, which, like male aggression, is supposed
lo be pan-cultural and shared with other animals. Lel us assume, as a number of
evolutionary psychologists have argued, that the capacity for male sexual jealousy
15 selectionally advantageous (see for example Wilson and Daley 1992); agam the
details of the explanation do not concern us here. This would then explain why we
now have this domain-specific emotion-based heunistic, and it is, indeed, a very clear
example of the kind of fast and frugal thinking that Gigerenzer and colleagues have
i mind.”" It involves an amazing capacity to pick up the saliences of a possible or
imagined transgression: the slightest sign, “trifles light as air’, can be enough. The
mismatch that is at issue here 15, as with male aggression, in part prudential but most
ol all it 15 an ethical one: we now know thal male sexual jealousy, with 1ts inbwml
capacity to get vielently out of control, is wrong (see Taylor 198¥; for a nuance on
Taylor see Goldie 2000). In Patrick Marber’s play, Closer, the doctor Larry blames
his behaviour on the fact that he 15 just a ‘caveman’; but this 15 nol even an excuse,
lel alone a justificalion.

With this discussion in mind, we can now retumn o our earhier discussion of
morality, and see indications here too of environmental mismatch in the influence
on moral sentiments of the particularity of our relationships and of the proximity of
the object of our moral aftitudes. Examining these connections in the light of recent
work in moral psychology on dual process thinking will reveal why environmental
mismalch in general, whether in the domain ol morality or elsewhere. gives nse to
specilically episremic concemns and difhicultes.'s

In & number of important papers, Paul Slovic, writing in the heuristics and biases
tradition, has argued that a principal reason why we fal to act when we become
aware of genocide is because of failure to be properly affecred: ‘the statistics of
mass murder or genocide, no malter how large the numbers, fail o convey the true
meaning of such atrocities. The reported numbers of deaths represent dry stalistics
... that fail to spark emotion or feeling and thus fail to motivate action’ (Slovic
2007, 79). Slovic’s explanation of this is highly persuasive. He arpues that what he
calls “System | thinking’, or what | call “intuitive thinking”, is significantly affected
by the vividness criterion. Intuitive thinking not only involves emotion but also
imagination, in particular perceptual imagination, which in tum aflects emotion,
maolivation and action so that, in accordance with the vividness critenon, the amount

[l Chigerenzer makes it clear that not all heunstics are innate, so new tools can be added
to the toolbox through learning. Mevertheless, “[for] some imporant adaptive tasks .. there
would be strong selective advantages mn comang mito the world with at least some heunstics
already wired into the nervous system” { Todd and Gigerenzer 2000, 763).

Epistemology and emoibee 1 @M Eratetul 1o the editors for pressing me Lo say more about what follows,
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by which one is afTected emotionally by the suffering of others typically does not
imcrease proportionately with the numbers of people imvolved. ‘People are much
more willing to aid wdentified individuals than umidentified or statistical victims®, as
Slovic (2007, 88) says.

Slovic’s explanation 15 that there is an environmental mismatch {although he
does not use the term): “System | [intuitive| thinking evolved o protect individuals
and their small famaly and commumity groups from present, visible, immediate
dangers. This affective system did nol evolve to help us respond to distant, mass
murder” (Slovic 2007, 84). Slovic adduces some surprising evidence to support the
claim that we have a dimimishing sensitivity to human suflening — what he calls
‘psychophysical numbing’ — and that this begins to have its effects al a very early
point on the scale of increasing numbers. In one study, participants contributed
much more to a 5300000 fund when that fund was said to be lor the treatment
ol just one child than when it was said o be lor the treatment of eight children
(Slovic 2007). This resull emerged even though the members of the group of eight
children were mdividually identified: even here more distress and compassion 15 felt
towards the identified single child. *Lefl to its own devices.” says Slovie, “System |
[intuitive thinking] will likely favor individual victims and sensational stories that
are closer to home and easier to imagine, [1 will be distracted by images that produce
strong, though erronecus, leelings, ke percentages as opposed to actual numbers’
(Slovic 2007, 91). Thus our intwitive thinking in the moral domain, and our moral
maolivalions and aclions, seem to 1gnore, or somehow nol o be properly mfluenced
by, whal should be a plain moral truth: individual hives matter equally, whether that
life is considered by itself or as one amongst a million, and whether that life is
vividly salient or not,

4. Can we Correct for our Misleading Emotions?

Slovic says, following Kahneman (2003), thal “one of the important functions of
System 2 [deliberative thinking] is to monitor the quality of mental operations and
overt behaviors produced by System 17°(Slovic 2007, 91). The point is really a general
one, extending beyond the moral domain. [f we assume that humans do have, broadly
speaking, dual processes of thinking, intuitive and deliberative, then Slovic 1s surely
right that at least one ol the roles ol deliberative thinking 15 a “'monilonng” one — to
acl as a kind of epistemic check and balance on fast and [rugal infuitive thinking,
The question now arises, in relation to the systematically misleading emotions that |
have been considenng — male aggressiveness, xenophobia and male sexual jealousy,
as well as morality — whether deliberative thinking 15 up to the job.

In the domain of morality, Slovic was doubtful of the molivating powers of
deliberative thinking. Whatever we might judge, our actions seem to follow our
intuitions. We are, as Slovic puts it, in the ‘twilight between knowing and nol knowing’
(Slovic 2007, 82, citing Power 2003, 505). The parallel with Hume’s ideas are quite
striking. Hume too, as we have seen, thought that the role of reason was in part to
correct for the misleading influences of our sentiments (and this was why | chose 1o
describe him as a proto dual-process theorist). Yet he, like Slovic, was pessimistic

. Epistemology and Emotions.
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aboul reason’s corrective powers, and aboutl whether ultimately motivation and action
will follow the heart or the head. As Hume put it with characteristic wit, ‘though the
heart does nol always lake parl with those general notions, or regulate its love and
hatred by them, vet are they sufficient for discourse, and serve all our purposes in
company, m the pulpit, on the theatre, and in the schools” (Hume [ 1739/40], 603).

The epistemic task of unemotional deliberative thinking, to monitor and correct
fast and frugal emotional-based mtuilive thinking, has a place wherever the two Kinds
of thinking potentially clash. The task is not only for deliberative thinking to be able
lo sort out the pood reasons from the bad, the right perspectives from the biases,
and so on. It seems that, in the moral cases which concerned Hume and Slovic, it
15 capable of this — at least for the purposes of moral discourse. The task 15 also to
tum these good reasons mto good mavivaring reasons; and 1l 15 1 just this sense, il
seems, that deliberative thinking, at least in the moral domain, fails. We are indeed
in the twilight between knowing and not knowing when we say, as we so ofien do,
how lerrible 15 the genocide reported on the latest news, and then press on lo worry
only about the single murder in our own home town. Categorizing the failure of
deliberative thinking i this second task as a kind of "knowing-but-not-Knowing’
helps one to see both thal the fmlure 15 an epistemc one, and also to see thal there
1% an important connection between the failure and weakness of the will. One might
put 1t like this: 1l we reafly knew how ternible the genocide was. then we would try
lo do something aboul it.

In respect of the three other domains that | have been considering, sexual
jealousy, aggression and Xenophobia, the epistemic difficulties take diflerent forms.,
To correct for a misleading emotion, we must first recognize it as such — that is, we
musl recognize thal we are expeniencing an emolion, and we must recognize thal we
are being misled by it. This can be particularly worrying, because of the propensity
of misleading emotion to ‘mask’ its misleadingness. There are al least two ways in
which 1t can do ths.™”

The first way in which emotions and intuitive thinking can mask their
misleadingness is manifested in the emotion-based heuristic of sexual jealousy.
The emotion skews the epistemic landscape. Trifles light a3 air seem hike relutable
evidence ol transgression. And evidence which we might otherwise, through cool
and calm deliberative thinking, take to counl against our emolion We now 1gnore,
or even take lo be confirmatory of our suspicions. Leontes in Shakespeare’s 4
Winter 5 Tale not only completely 1gnored what he knew to be the indisputable
evidence ol the oracle ol Apollo (Kknowing-bul-not-knowing agam): he also saw the
protests of his servant Camillo at the unfoundedness of his jealousy as confirming
evidence ol 1its justification: the servanl whom he used lo trust complelely must
now be a “lalse villain’, working agaimst him and on the side of hus supposed nival.
(In this respect, and in others too, the epistemology of sexual jealousy 15 similar to
that of paranoia.) One alarming thing that this example brings out is the doubtful
epistemic benefit of talking to a friend, or getting advice from someone wise, in
order that what they tell you should serve as a corrective mechanism. For this is

13 1 will not consider here Jon Elster’s { 199%a) fascinating discussion of the alchemies of
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just what Leontes did, and vet he turned against Camillo and ignored the oracle of
Apollo. Whilst the case of Leontes may be an extreme one, | think the phenomenon
15 quite widespread. We so easily find the well-intentioned corrective remarks of our
Inends as parti pris or as nol really properly informed {CGoldie 2004 ).

Xenophobia too skews the epistemic landscape. The xenophobe, who believes
that much ol his country’s troubles are due to mmigrants, 1s faced with rehable
statistics showing that this 15 far from the case, and indeed thal immigrants have
done much good for the economy. But, with lis xenophobia already in place, he
ignores the reliable data, and instead latches on to the vividness of the stones 1 his
Daify Ml of the latest crime by blacks against properly or person. Such newspapers
both thrive on, and exacerbate, our only partially recognized fears. We might suggest
that the xenophobe buy a newspaper which we consider lo be more reliable, but
why should he? Afler all, so far as he can tell, it is only the Daify Mail that has the
courage o say how bad things really are, and our telling him otherwise just shows
how little we know.

So the first epistemic difficulty that we face in trying lo correct for our misleading
emotions 15 that our emotionally-grounded fast and frugal intuitive thinking can
systemalically skew the epistermc landscape, and that we can systematically il to
recognize this. There is no contrary “check” from cool and calm deliberative thinking
because reason has afready been undermined by emotion withoul our conscious
awareness: the pale nonemotional evidence i alreqdy discounted and the vivid
emotional evidence is afready given too much weight. As Jonathan Haidt puts it, “the
reasoning process 13 more like a lawver delending a chient than a judge or scienhist
seeking truth’ (Haidt 2001, 820).

The second epistemic difficulty is different. Here we might well recognize
the emotion as such, and even that we are being misled by it. Bul now what has
happened 15 that our preferences are skewed n the heat ol the momenlt — the emotion
has skewed the preferential landseape, Even 1l we hear the voice of cool and calm
deliberative thinking telling us to stop this silliness, we are still often motivationally
overwhelmed by the passion. This might sound like the old idea of reason versus
the passions, but this is not s0. The idea 15 not that passion necessarily lacks rational
authority altogether; the idea rather 15 that the motivaling power of passion oflen
exceeds its rational authority when we are in the grip of an emotion, and the emotion
isell serves to mask this lact.

Even knowing thal we are in the grip of an emotion, we can still often fal
adequately 1o recognize the error of our ways, with all the focus of our mind on
the salience of the object of our passion; only too late, after the passion is spent,
do we realize our mistake. This kind of misleadingness is manilested in male
agoressiveness. A nice example is [rom F. Scott Fitegerald's Tender is the Night.
Dick Diver, after a night of dnnking, starts a fight with a taxi dnver, is arrested and
then, in the police station, just as he 18 about to gel away with a small Line, he acts
stupidly, with aggression. The consequences, as he would have foreseen without the
blinding passion, are ternble:
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The capiain stood up.

‘Ecoute!” he cried portentously. “Vous éles saoil. Vous avez battu le chauffeur. Comme
1, commie ¢&.” He struck the air excitedly with night hand and left, “C est bon que je vous
donne la liberté. Payez ce qu’il a dil — cento Lire. ¥a au Quirinal

Raging with humiliation, Dick stared back at him.

*All neht.” He turned blindly 1o the door — before him, leening and nodding, was the man
who had brought him te the police station. *I'll go home,” be shouted, “but frest 1] fix this

baby.”

He walked pasi the staring carabimien and up 1o the grinming face, hit it with a smashing
left beside the jaw. The man dropped to the floor

For a moment he stood over him in savage triumph — but even as a first pang of doubt shot
through him the world reeled; he was clubbed down, and fists and boots beal on lim i a
savage lattoo. He felt his nose break like a shingle and his eyves jerk as if they had snapped
back on a rubber band into his head. A nb splintered under a stamping heel. Momentarly
he lost comsciousness, regained 1L as he was rused o a siting position and his wrisis
Jerked together with handeuffs. He struggled swtomatically. The plamclothes heutenant
whom he had knocked down, stood dabbing his jaw with a handkerchief and locking inte
it for blood; he came over to Dick, poised himself, drew back his arm and smashed him
1o the Aoor**

As a practical corrective Lo these epistemic difficulties, 11 1s not suificient simply
lo think about, and perhaps to ‘mouth’, the error of our ways, What matters is the
excessive molivaling power of the prelerences, and 11 15 nol enough 1o counleract this
just to recognize that their power exceeds their authonty. This is nicely evidenced
by Anstotle’s example of the emoltionally weak-willed person: whalst indulging
himsell in food and drink, he recites the verses of Empedocles, which are all about
the mistakes of excessive indulgence in food and drink. Again we are in the land of
knowing-but-not-knowing. ™

Another practical epistemic corrective o the skewing of the prelerential
landscape might be consclously Lo lry 1o tum one’s altenhion away Irom the salence
of the object of temptation. But this has obvious and familiar difficulties: one has
lo focus on the very thing that one is sel on ignoring, such as, in Dick Diver’s case,
the grinning, leering, nodding face of the man who had brought him to the police
slation.

A thard epistemic correclive that one might deploy in deliberative thinking, which
often has more promise of success, is not Lo think to onesell of the error of one’s
ways (the first corrective), nor to try to reduce the salience of the lemplation (the
second corrective), bul 1o increase the salience of the paler information, and thus to
increase its emotional import and motivating power. In effect, this involves recruiting

14 F. Scott Fitegerald's Tewder i the Night, chapter XX11 of book 2 first published
Charles Scribner’s Sons 1934, now in various editions.
15 See Anstotle’s Nicomacohean Ethics Book VI, and for discussion Broadie (1991).
Epistemology art tHiSL5€€ Lovibond {2002} for a more Platonic conceplion.
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emotion, imagination and vividness on to the side of deliberative thinking. After all,
there is no reason why these powerful battalions should only be deployable on the
side of non-conscious intuitive thinking. Thus, for example, one might intentionally
try hard vividly to imagine the bad consequences of one’s action before doing it
— for example mmagining being seen in the act by the person you are betraying,
or imagining hearing the shopkeeper’s shout of ‘Stop thief!” as you walk away
from the scene of your petty crime. In this way the countervailing considerations
become salient too, in spite of their distance, and this can then have the effect of
balancing out the saliences somewhat; emotion 1% deployed on both sides, not only
on the side of intuitive thinking. In Dick Diver’s case, he might have tried vividly to
imagine whatl would happen to him 1f he hit that man in that police statlion, and this
would have given rise to fear al what he imagined, o set against the vivid fury and
Protoshame that he felt at the humiliating remarks of the police captain. However,
this of course required foresight and, as we have just seen, Dick realized only too late
the mmplications ol what he had done — the damage was already done — the emolions
has already done their misleading work.

And this, of course, points to a fourth and very familiar corrective in which
deliberative thinking can play a role: stop and think: count Lo ten; bile your longue;
lake a deep breath; sleep on 1l All these lamiliar everyday admonitions are implicit
acknowledgements ol the power of emotion, of guick and dirty intwtive thinking, to
mislead us to over-hasty action.

There is nothing in principle against any of these correctives, and some or all of
them surely can be effective on occasion. Bul there remains the central concern that
emotion-based mhwlive thinking does its dirty work, so 1o speak, belore deliberative
thinking comes on the scene, so thal when deliberative thinking does amive, the
epistemic landscape and the preferential landscape have afready been skewed and
the dirty work already covered up. To adapt Haidl's metaphor, it 15 as if the defence
lawyer, before he lakes on the case, already believes thal lus obviously guilty chent
15 innocent.

5. Conclusion

Over the last few years there has been this optimistic trend 1in emotion research,
exemplified here in the work of Gigerenzer and his colleagues, and also more widely
amongsl philosophers ol a ‘cogmitivist” benl, which emphasizes the usefulness of
emotion in picking up saliences in the environment, and enabling quick and effective
action with little or no conscious deliberation. This optimism, | believe, deserves
to be tempered with some healthy realism. 5o too does optimism about the reliable
power ol deliberative thinking o correct any distortions that might arise through the
influence of emotion. So when Peter Todd, writing about fast and frugal heuristics,
says that *humans are umguely able to set aside such mental shorteuts and engage
in extensive cogitation, caleulation, and planning” (Todd 2001, 54), we might agree
with him, so far as it goes. But | have been irying (o make the realistic — or pessimistic
—point that if Todd’s remark, and others like it, is taken o suggest that *setting aside’
our heurnstics lo engage in cogilalion 15 something we can reliably and effectively
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Misleading Emotions 163

do, then this optimism is open to doubl when the emotion-based heuristic has an
environmental mismatch. Emotions such as these can systematically mislead us, and
they can do so in ways that are systemabically hard to detect, and systematically hard
lo correct for.
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