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Affective Engagement 

Emotions are simply fascinating phenomena. They constitute such a 
crucial dimension of life as we know it and permeate almost every 
aspect of our ongoing engagement with the world we inhabit. And 
yet they remain, in so many ways, elusive and bewildering. No wonder 
why the topic of emotions has been, and continues to be, such a vibrant 
field of philosophical inquiry. In this doctoral thesis, I investigate two 
key issues at the heart of the ongoing philosophical debate concerning 
the emotions  – their nature and their normativity. Briefly put, the thesis 
might be said to be about the ways in which affectivity imbues life 
with meaning and substance, how it structures our relationships to 
other people and to ourselves, and the indispensable role it plays in 
constructing a world in which things matter. 
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Abstract 

In this doctoral thesis I investigate two key issues at the heart of the ongoing 
philosophical debate concerning the emotions – their nature and their 
normativity. I argue against the deeply entrenched view according to which 
emotions are representational mental states and fitting in virtue of accurately 
representing their objects. Drawing on recent attitudinal accounts of the 
emotions, I develop my own view according to which emotions are sui generis 
affective modes of engagement through which we express our cares, concerns, and 
various commitments – i.e., elements that constitute our evaluative orientations 
and practical identities as agents.  

In light of this conception of the emotions, I go on to argue that the issue of 
emotional fittingness is essentially an agent-relative matter, the answer to which 
can only be settled by taking into consideration the full range of the particular 
agent’s evaluative orientation.  

The thesis consists of an introductory kappa and four self-contained papers, all of 
which touch on a variety of different issues pertaining to philosophy of emotion, 
value theory, normativity, moral psychology, moral responsibility, and 
phenomenology. The objective of the thesis can thus be seen as not only 
examining various isolated questions concerning the emotions, but also as making 
sense of the way in which such questions hang together in the broader scheme of 
things, things that are part and parcel of the lives we lead. 

In short, the thesis might be said to be about the ways in which affectivity imbues 
life with meaning and substance, how it structures our relationships to other 
people and to ourselves, and the indispensable role it plays in constructing a world 
in which things matter.  



16 

 

  



17 

1. Introduction 

Emotions are simply fascinating phenomena. They constitute such a crucial 
dimension of life as we know it and permeate almost every aspect of our ongoing 
engagement with the world we inhabit. And yet they remain, in so many ways, 
elusive and bewildering. No wonder why so many prominent philosophers 
throughout history – thinkers like Aristotle, René Descartes, Baruch Spinoza, 
David Hume, Adam Smith, Friedrich Nietzsche, Edith Stein, and Jean-Paul 
Sartre to name a few – were all so intrigued by the emotions, and keen on making 
sense of them. And still to this day, the topic of emotions continues to be a 
flourishing and vibrant field of philosophical inquiry.  

The issues concerning the emotions that are typically raised and investigated in 
the contemporary philosophical literature are multifarious. Some issues are of a 
metaphysical or ontological flavor – they raise questions about the nature of 
emotions, what they consist in, and how they are structured. Other issues are 
epistemological, and raise questions about whether emotions can, or in what ways 
they can, provide us with epistemic goods like knowledge, or understanding. 
Philosophers are also concerned with various normative and ethical questions 
regarding the emotions. Are emotions liable to various kinds of normative, or 
moral, assessments? Can emotions be rational? Appropriate? Fitting? Can we have 
normative reasons to have emotions? Can we be responsible for our emotions?  

This is but a minor sample of the numerous questions that are at the heart of the 
ongoing debate in the contemporary philosophical study of the emotions. My aim 
with this doctoral thesis – which consists of an introductory kappa and four self-
contained papers – has been to contribute to that debate by investigating both the 
nature and the normativity of the emotions. This may sound like a fairly isolated 
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enterprise, but matters in philosophy tend to interlock and hang together in a 
spectacular, if not daunting, mosaic. A seemingly narrow philosophical inquiry 
can thus rather quickly prompt all sorts of unexpected questions. And that is why 
– as the reader may come to notice – the essays in this thesis touch on a variety of 
different issues pertaining to not only the philosophy of emotion, but also value 
theory, normativity, moral psychology, moral responsibility, and 
phenomenology.  

In “Philosophy and the Scientific Image of Man” (1962), Wilfrid Sellars claims 
that it is the aim of philosophy to “understand how things in the broadest possible 
sense of the term hang together in the broadest possible sense of the term” (p.1). 
It would certainly be an exaggeration on my part to claim that this thesis 
successfully lives up to that aim, but I can in good conscience contend that my 
ambition has been to make sense of how issues pertaining to various areas of 
philosophy hang together. In that sense, my aim has been, as Sellars puts it, to 
have an “eye on the whole” (ibid., p.2). The objective of the thesis can thus be 
seen as not only examining certain questions concerning the emotions, but also as 
an attempt at making sense of the ways in which such questions hang together in 
the broader scheme of things, things that are part and parcel of the lives we lead. 

But of course, one has to begin somewhere. For me, the key question that has 
been at the forefront of my mind during my years as a doctoral candidate, guiding 
my philosophical inquiries and the process of writing these essays, is the question 
of how we should think about the fittingness of emotions. It is a familiar fact that 
we sometimes treat our emotional reactions as inappropriate, unwarranted, or out 
of place with respect to their objects and the circumstances in which they are 
elicited. Other times, our emotional reactions are taken to be perfectly apt, or as 
philosophers may say, fitting.  

The notion of fittingness here is commonly characterized as referring to a distinct 
type of normative relation that is said to hold between an attitudinal response and 
an object when that object in some sense merits, deserves, or is worthy of that 
response. But how precisely should we understand the idea that an object can 
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merit, or be worthy of, a certain kind of response? Under what conditions does 
the fittingness relation hold between an attitude and an object? Are the fittingness 
conditions the same for all kinds of attitudes (beliefs, emotions, desires, 
intentions, etc.)?  

Presumably, since our attitudes differ from one another in various ways, we should 
expect the fittingness conditions of these various attitudes to differ as well. Indeed, 
it seems rather intuitive to think that the fittingness of an attitude should flow 
from the nature of that attitude-type. If that is correct, then the answer to the 
question under what conditions emotions are fitting with respect to their objects 
turns on the answer we give to the question of what emotions are.  

My own approach to these questions has in large part been molded by a 
dissatisfaction with a deeply entrenched way of thinking about the emotions in 
the philosophical literature – a view which I shall here refer to as Robust 
Representationalism. This view embodies the conjunction of two distinct claims – 
one ontological and one normative – about the emotions: 

Robust Representationalism 

The ontological claim:  Emotions are, at least in part, representational 
mental states with a mind-to-world direction of fit.  

The normative claim:  A token emotion is fitting exclusively in virtue of 
the fact that it represents things accurately. 

It is worth noting that it is perfectly plausible to reject the normative claim while 
endorsing the ontological claim. One cannot, however, consistently endorse the 
normative claim without also endorsing the ontological claim. If we embrace the 
idea that emotions are fitting entirely in virtue of the fact that they represent 
things accurately, then we simply cannot deny that emotions are, at least in part, 
representational mental states.  
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What all of this means will become clearer as we proceed through the subsequent 
introductory chapters. To that end, in what follows I shall provide some 
theoretical background that will help the reader get a better grip on the subject 
matters of this thesis.  
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2. The Nature of Emotions 

Emotions are mental phenomena. But what kind of mental phenomena are they? 
In particular, one might ask in what way emotions differ from other mental states 
such as beliefs, perceptions, desires, moods, etc. Although we might have an 
intuitive grasp of the differences between these things, philosophical reflection can 
often shatter our common-sense understanding and reveal the difficulties in 
pinpointing precisely how these mental phenomena come apart. My point of 
entry here shall be to draw attention to the concept of intentionality.   

2.1. Intentionality  

There is widespread agreement among philosophers that emotions are intentional 
mental phenomena (D’Arms 2024; Deonna and Teroni 2012; Echeverri 2019; 
Müller 2021; Scarantino 2014; Scarantino and De Sousa 2021; Teroni 2007).1 
This does not mean – as one might suppose – that token emotions are deliberately 
brought about, i.e., formed with intention, or at will. Our episodes of anger, fear, 
sadness, gratitude, and joy, are not chosen in the way that one might choose to 
have a second cup of coffee.2 Rather, to claim that emotions are intentional mental 
states is simply to claim that emotions exhibit intentionality, i.e., a feature of 

 
1 There are of course philosophers who reject the idea that emotions are necessarily intentional (see 

e.g., Shargel 2015) 
2 Emotions are thus not under our voluntary control (see e.g., Smith 2005). This is not to deny that 

we can choose to place ourselves in circumstances where it is likely that we will succumb to a 
certain emotional experience. I might for example choose to listen to a song which reminds me 
of a sad event in my past and as a consequence feel sad again. Accordingly, we do enjoy indirect 
control over our emotions. 
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mental states by which they are directed at or about various things in the world 
(Searle 1983). To illustrate, consider the following examples that may occur in 
everyday life:  

 

(i) Alex fears the dog in front of him  
(ii) Jenny is angry with Marcus  
(iii) Rami admires the Garden of Earthly Delights   
(iv) Robert is afraid that he will fail his thesis defence  

 
In all of these examples, the subjects’ emotional states are directed at specific 
things in the world. Alex’s fear is directed at a non-human animal, Jenny’s anger 
is directed at an individual person, Rami’s admiration is directed at an inanimate 
object (a triptych painting by Hieronymus Bosch), and Robert’s fear is directed 
at a potential state of affairs. These particular things to which our token emotions 
are directed are often referred to as the emotion’s intentional object (Echeverri 
2019; Massin 2021), or particular object (Teroni 2007).  

The idea that emotions are necessarily intentional – in the sense of having 
intentionality – is sometimes met with immediate suspicion. It is after all a 
familiar fact that some of the emotional states we endure just don’t seem to be 
directed at, or about, anything at all. People may occasionally find themselves in 
a state of melancholy, or joy, or anxiety, without being melancholic, joyful, or 
anxious about anything in particular. Is this not a clear-cut counterexample to the 
idea that emotions are intentional mental phenomena? A standard reply here is to 
invoke the distinction between emotions and moods.  

Emotions and moods are closely related affective mental phenomena, but whereas 
emotions are always directed at various things in the world, moods are not – or so 
the general thought goes. The putative counterexample to the idea that emotions 
are necessarily intentional can thus be answered by maintaining that insofar as the 
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aforementioned states of melancholy, joy, and anxiety are de facto not directed at 
anything, they are not emotions, but moods.3  

There is another aspect to the intentionality of emotions worth highlighting here. 
Philosophers sometimes talk about the formal objects of the emotions (see e.g., 
Kenny 1963; Teroni 2007; De Sousa 2007). The formal object of an emotion is  
generally said to be the value or the evaluative property that is shared by all 
instances of the same emotion kind. What does this mean?  

Let’s illustrate with fear as an example. Instances of fear can be about, or directed 
at, all kinds of things in the world – snakes, clowns, job interviews, economic 
policies, and global warming among other things. Presumably, there should be 
some feature or property that all of these different things could exemplify and 
which all instances of fear can be said to be about. A common suggestion in the 
case of fear is the relevant kind of property is the property of being dangerous or 
threatening.   

Correspondingly, for each type of emotion there should be some kind of value or 
evaluative property that all instances of that emotion kind can be said to be about. 
In the case of anger, the relevant kind of property is arguably the property of being 
offensive. In the case of sadness, it might be the property of being a loss. In other 
words, all token emotions can be said to be about two types of objects, namely a 
particular object or intentional object (the concrete thing in the world), and a 
formal object (the evaluative property that all instances of an emotion kind can 
be said to be about). We can illustrate this by reusing our previous examples:  

  

 
3 Another thing that might be said in response to doubts one might have with respect to the claim 

that emotions are intentional is that even though it may seem like a token emotion is not directed 
at anything, it does not necessarily mean that it is not. It does seem like an open possibility that 
our emotions could be directed at things in the world even though it may not seem to us that 
way.  



24 

(i) Alex’s fear has an intentional object (the dog in front of him) and a 
formal object (the property of being dangerous) 

(ii) Jenny’s anger has an intentional object (Marcus), and a formal object 
(the property of being offensive) 

(iii) Rami’s admiration has an intentional object (the Garden of Earthly 
Delights), and a formal object (the property of being spectacular) 

(iv) Robert’s fear has an intentional object (the state of affairs in which he 
fails his thesis defence), and a formal object (the property of being 
threatening) 

2.2. Direction of Fit  

Appealing to intentionality may be a useful way of distinguishing between 
emotions and moods, but it is important to underscore that intentionality is not 
a unique feature of the emotions. Our mental repertoire comprises a number of 
different kinds of attitudes that all seem to exhibit the property of being directed 
at, or about, various things.  

For instance, beliefs are commonly said to be directed at, or about, the content or 
proposition that is believed. Suppose that you believe that a water molecule consists 
of one oxygen atom and two hydrogen atoms, or that Bratislava is the capital of 
Slovakia. In the former case, your attitude of believing is directed at, or about, the 
proposition a water molecule consists of one oxygen atom and two hydrogen atoms. In 
the latter case, your attitude of believing is directed at the proposition Bratislava 
is the capital of Slovakia.4  

 
4 What propositions are, more precisely, is of course a matter of ongoing philosophical debate. We 

can note however that it is quite common to characterize propositions as, for example, “the 
primary bearers of truth and falsity” (Merricks 2009, p.207), or as “the referents of that-clauses” 
(McGrath and Frank 2024). Delving deeper into the question of the nature of propositions is a 
can of worms we need not open here.  
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Similarly, it is ordinarily thought that our desires are directed at various things in 
the world, namely those things that we happen to desire. I may for example desire 
some chocolate ice cream, or that I become a professor in philosophy. In both 
cases, my desire is directed at, or about, the thing which I desire, namely chocolate 
ice cream, or that I become a professor in philosophy.5  

In light of the fact that these different mental states all seem to have the property 
of being intentional, it is reasonable to ask in what way we are supposed to 
distinguish between them. It is at this juncture that the notion of direction of fit 
may be of service, at least to some extent.  

The guiding thought here is that we can differentiate between mental states in 
terms of whether they have a mind-to-world direction of fit or whether they have a 
world-to-mind direction of fit (see e.g., Anscombe 1957; Goldie 2000; Deonna & 
Teroni 2012). Mental states like beliefs are said to have a mind-to-world direction 
of fit because there is a sense in which beliefs should conform to the way the world 
actually is, i.e., beliefs are supposed to fit the world. In contrast, desires are said to 
have a world-to-mind direction of fit because there is a sense in which desires 
reveal to us how the world is ‘supposed to be’. With respect to desires then, it is 
the world that is supposed to conform to the way that the desire ‘suggests’ it 
should, i.e., the world should fit the (desiring) mind. 

Where then do emotions fit in the direction of fit schema? Are they on the side of 
belief? Or are they on the side of desire? Or are they perhaps on neither side? 
Truth be told, the question is very much a matter of ongoing debate. Some 
philosophers have argued that emotions are more like beliefs in this regard, and 
that our emotions should conform to the way that the world actually is. That is, 
they maintain that emotions have a mind-to-world direction of fit. Other 
philosophers have been reluctant to think about the emotions on the model of 

 
5 Philosophers may have different opinions about the chocolate ice cream case. Some would argue 

that, strictly speaking, I do not desire chocolate ice cream. What I desire is that I have some 
chocolate ice cream. In other words, they would maintain that, properly understood, the 
intentional object of my desire – what my desire is directed at – is not chocolate ice cream in 
itself, but the state of affairs in which I have chocolate ice cream.   
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belief and instead proposed that we should think of emotions as having perhaps 
neither direction of fit (Yang 2016), or maybe both directions of fit.  

At any rate, it seems to me that the kind of answer one is prepared to give here 
will ultimately be a function of one’s broader way of thinking about what 
emotions consist in and what sort of role they play in our relation to the world. 
Let us therefore proceed by taking a look at some prominent philosophical 
theories of what emotions are, i.e., what emotions consist in. 

2.3. Theories of the Emotions   

There are many different theories or accounts of the nature of emotions available 
in the philosophical literature. What these accounts aim to do is to provide 
explanations of what the emotions consist in and how they are structured, i.e., 
their ontology. Providing a taxonomy of these different theories is often easier said 
than done. There are several explanations for why that might be the case. First 
and foremost, there is often some overlap between accounts of different kinds. 
Account A may share some feature X with account B which is not shared by C. 
In turn, account B might share some feature Y with account C which is not shared 
by A, and account C might share some feature Z with account A which is not 
shared by B, and so on. Moreover, it is not uncommon for philosophers to develop 
their accounts by drawing inspiration from several different sources to the point 
where it is no longer clear in which category to place them. Nevertheless, in what 
follows I have tried to provide a rough overview of five different families of 
accounts that one might come across in the literature:  
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Cognitive theories:  Emotions are essentially constituted by evaluative 
judgments, beliefs, or thoughts that represent their 
intentional objects as instantiating a certain kind of 
value or evaluative property.  

Notable proponents: Greenspan (1988), Nussbaum 
(2001, 2016), Solomon (1973). 

Perceptual theories:  Emotions are perceptual experiences by which the 
emotions’ intentional objects are represented as 
instantiating a certain kind of value or evaluative 
property. 

Notable proponents: Döring (2003, 2007) Milona 
(2023), Prinz (2004), Tappolet (2016). 

Feeling Theories:  Emotions are identified as feelings with a certain 
phenomenal character or hedonic quality. While some 
have argued that these feelings as evaluative, others have 
argued that they are feelings of bodily changes, e.g., 
physiological and somatosensory changes.  

Notable proponents: Goldstein (2002), Helm (2001), 
James (1884), Lange (1885). 

Attitudinal 
/Reactive theories:  Emotions are specific kinds of evaluative attitudes, 

modes, or reactions that are (in)correct as a function of 
whether their intentional objects instantiate the relevant 
formal object.  

Notable proponents: Deonna & Teroni (2012, 2014, 
2015, 2022), Massin (2021), Müller (2017, 2018), 
Zamuner (2015). 

Enactivist theories:  Emotions are embodied action-oriented processes that are 
dynamically shaped in the relation between the subject 
and the external world.  

 Notable proponents: Colombetti (2010), Hutto 
(2012), Shargel & Prinz (2018). 
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There are undoubtedly many interesting things to discuss concerning feeling 
theories and enactivist theories. However, in what follows I shall have to leave 
these theories behind in order to pay a bit more attention to cognitivist theories 
and perceptual theories, and to some extent attitudinal theories. The motivation 
for this is simple: Both cognitivist theories and perceptual theories maintain that 
emotions represent their intentional objects in a certain way. Both theories are thus 
committed to the ontological claim of the view I referred to in the introduction 
as Robust Representationalism – a view with which I explicitly declared my 
dissatisfaction. That is why I wish to focus on these theories.  

We may recall that the ontological claim of Robust Respresentastionalism stated that 
emotions are, at least in part, representational mental states with a mind-to-world 
direction of fit. Cognitivists tend to cash out the way in which emotions are 
representational mental states in terms of some doxastic mental state, e.g., a 
judgment or a belief. In contrast, perceptualists maintain that emotions are 
representational mental states in virtue of being perceptual experiences. On this sort 
of picture, emotions are taken to represent their intentional objects as having 
certain evaluative properties by being perceptual experiences of those evaluative 
properties.  

Cognitive theories and perceptual theories are both varieties of a more general 
view of the emotions called representationalism (see Deonna & Teroni 2022; Naar 
2022). It is important to note here that this is not tantamount to the view I call 
Robust Representationalism. Whereas representationalism is merely the ontological 
thesis that emotions are representational mental states, what I call Robust 
Representationalism is, as we have seen, a view that combines the ontological claim 
with a normative claim about the emotions. All proponents of cognitive theories 
and perceptual theories are proponents of representationalism, but they are not 
necessarily proponents of Robust Representationalism since they need not accept 
the claim that emotions are fitting exclusively in virtue of the fact that they 
represent their intentional objects accurately.     
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We will take up the issue of fittingness in the next chapter, but before we do so I 
think we should perhaps place the ontological claim under the microscope for a 
moment and raise the question what reasons there may be for accepting it. What 
is the motivation for thinking that emotions are representational mental states?  

2.4. Are Emotions Representational Mental States? 

At the beginning of this chapter, we noted the fact that emotions are intentional 
mental phenomena. A theory of the emotions should thus be able to account for 
that fact. Can representationalism – the view that emotions are representational 
mental states – do so? As Hichem Naar (2022) notes, the fact that emotions have 
intentionality is often taken as the “central pre-theoretical motivation for 
representationalism” (p.2). This is so for a very simple reason: All representational 
mental states represent their objects as being a certain way, and this necessarily 
entails that the mental state is about its object – it is simply “not possible for a mental 
state to be representational without being intentional” (Naar 2022, p.2). 
Accordingly, representationalism about the emotions can easily account for the fact 
that emotions are intentional. The crucial question is of course whether we need to 
accept representationalism about the emotions in order to account for emotional 
intentionality. Allow me to say a couple of things to suggest that we do not. 

There is widespread agreement among philosophers of emotion that our 
emotional episodes depend – in some way – on other mental states, like 
perceptions, imaginations, beliefs, etc. For example, my fear of a grizzly bear seems 
to depend on me either seeing the bear, imagining the bear, thinking about the 
bear, or remembering the bear, etc. Those mental states on which our emotions 
depend are commonly referred to as cognitive bases (see e.g., Mulligan 1998; 
Deonna & Teroni 2012, 2014; Naar 2020; Milona & Naar 2020). As Deonna 
and Teroni point out; “emotions must latch on to information provided by other 
mental states” (2012, p.5), and the notion of a cognitive base is a technical term 
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referring to any type of mental state (belief, memory, perception, etc.) that may 
carry this sort of information. Similarly, Hichem Naar writes that:   

By contrast with perception, emotion is not an independent way of 
accessing its intentional object. In order to be afraid of something, I first 
need to see that thing, or to believe that it is there, or at least to think 
of it in some way. In other words, I need to have a prior grasp of it, a 
grasp which is not given by my fear (Naar 2020, my italics). 

Now, given the plausible assumption that emotions depend on other mental 
states, or must latch onto information provided by other mental states, and given 
the quite plausible assumption that the kinds of mental states that can provide 
such information are representational mental states, one might wonder why we 
must posit that emotions too are representational.  

A natural response for the representationalist is to maintain that we need to posit 
that emotions are representational because of the simple fact that emotions 
themselves are intentional. The fact that emotions depend on other 
representational mental states does not mean that emotions do not have their own 
intentionality that needs to be accounted for.  

In response to this, anti-representationalists might perhaps push the claim about 
dependence a bit further and point out the possibility that the intentionality of 
an emotion perhaps is a feature that the emotion possesses derivatively by 
inheriting it from the mental representation on which the emotion depends (its 
cognitive base). One might argue that the antecedent mental representation 
‘points’ or ‘directs’, as it were, the emotion towards objects in the world, but the 
emotion does not represent these objects. In that way, the intentionality of the 
emotion is explained without positing that emotions themselves are 
representational mental states. But these remarks are only tentative, I must admit.  

Representationalists might also point out that even though it may be the case that 
our emotions depend on antecedent mental representations, we still need to posit 
that they are representational mental states because their representational content 
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is substantially different from the representational content of their cognitive bases. 
They might claim that although the representational content of cognitive bases 
provides us with information about the descriptive features of the intentional 
object, emotions provide an additional layer of representation which is essentially 
evaluative. Against this, I agree with Schroeter, Schroeter and Jones, who have 
argued that the burden of proof lies with the representationalist to show that 
“construing emotions as representing specific evaluative properties is part of the 
best, most economical explanation of the psychological processes underlying 
perception, behavior and cognition” (2015, p.363). To put it differently, we 
might say that if we are to accept the idea that emotions have evaluative 
representational content, then it must be shown that attributing such a content 
to the emotions is indispensable in a full explanatory picture of emotional 
phenomena (Schroeter, Schroeter & Jones 2015). 

Is it indispensable to attribute evaluative representational content to emotions? 
Here is a reason to think that it is not: Although it is apparent that the types of 
mental states on which emotions depend – i.e., their cognitive bases – often 
represent objects in purely descriptive terms, it is, I contend, equally apparent that 
these mental states can represent objects in evaluative terms as well. For example, 
the mental states of believing, judging, imagining, and perceiving, etc., all seem to 
be types of mental entities capable of carrying evaluative content. That is, we can 
believe, judge, imagine, and perceive an object X to be dangerous, offensive, 
amusing, etc.6 If this is correct, then there does not seem to be any decisive reason 
for attributing evaluative content to the emotions. We already have mental states 
in our ‘mental arsenal’ that are capable of representing things in the world under 
an evaluative guise, as it were. In conjunction with the claim that emotions are 

 
6 I am not assuming that the mental state of believing, judging, imagining or perceiving X as 

dangerous, offensive, or amusing, etc., necessarily involves mastery and deployment of the 
corresponding evaluative concepts. In other words, even if a token emotion does depend on some 
antecedent evaluative representation of its intentional object, the evaluative representation need 
not implicate the use of linguistically articulated concepts. Thus, one’s capacity to feel afraid of, 
or amused by some X, need not depend on one’s familiarity with the concepts of ‘dangerous’ or 
‘amusing’.  
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dependent on other mental states, it could be argued that when we experience an 
emotion, it is because of an antecedent evaluative apprehension of the intentional 
object which we then respond to emotionally. This would then seem to render 
the attribution of evaluative representational content to emotions explanatorily 
superfluous.  

To be sure, these remarks do not carry the implication that emotions are not 
evaluative phenomena in any sense. The suggestion is merely that emotions seem 
to play a distinctive (evaluative) role in our mental economy; a role which cannot 
be assimilated to a mind-to-world directed representation. This would then set 
emotions apart from paradigmatic forms of representational mental states. Jean 
Moritz Müller (2017, 2018) endorses a view along these lines by way of arguing 
that emotions are position-takings towards apprehended values. Thus, on his view, 
emotions do not represent evaluative properties. Instead, they are modes of 
acknowledging the evaluative features of their objects. Likewise, Olivier Massin 
(2021) has recently defended a reactive theory of the emotions according to which 
emotions are attitudinal reactions to apprehended values.   

Another reason one might think that emotions are representational mental states 
has to do with the following desideratum that a view of the emotions arguably 
should be able to account for: Emotions are liable to normative assessment, that 
is, we typically judge our emotions as (in)appropriate, or (un)warranted, or 
(un)fitting with respect to their objects and the circumstances in which they are 
elicited. Here, representationalism can be said to offer a neat explanation for this 
aspect of our emotional lives. Since emotions are representational mental states 
and represent their objects under an evaluative guise – i.e., they represent their 
objects as instantiating evaluative properties – emotions can be said to be fitting 
or unfitting depending on whether they represent their object accurately.  

In order to deal with this issue properly, we need to turn to the issue of the 
normativity of emotions.   
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3. The Normativity of Emotions 

Our emotional reactions are not simply taken as brute facts. We typically see these 
affective responses as somehow liable to normative assessment. Sometimes our 
reactions seem perfectly appropriate towards their objects and in the 
circumstances in which they are elicited, and sometimes they strike us as entirely 
out of place or inappropriate. Think of someone who is completely terrified by a 
cocker spaniel puppy. The felt terror will typically strike us – and perhaps even 
the terrified agent herself – as utterly misplaced, as there is no looming threat 
posed by the tiny creature. Or think about a case where your friend shows up 
twenty minutes late for the lunch meeting you had planned. You certainly have 
some cause to be a bit annoyed, but lashing out in full-blown rage seems way over 
the top. Here too, your emotional reaction is inappropriate. The philosophically 
interesting question is of course how we should make sense of this aspect of our 
emotional lives. What is it for an emotion to be appropriate or inappropriate with 
respect to its object?   

3.1. Fittingness: A Distinct Normative Relation  

It is common practice among philosophers who work on issues pertaining to the 
normativity of emotion to distinguish between the various senses in which 
emotions can be said to be appropriate with respect to their intentional objects 
(see e.g., D’Arms & Jacobson 2000a, 2000b; Deonna & Teroni 2012; Scarantino 
& de Sousa 2021). In one sense of the term, an emotional reaction can be deemed 
appropriate in virtue of it being supported by prudential considerations, as the 
case may be if the emoting agent’s well-being or self-interest would be promoted 
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by having the relevant emotion. Conversely, emotions can also be deemed 
appropriate in the sense of being supported by moral considerations. For example, 
it might be the case that having a particular emotional reaction could result in a 
morally good/desirable outcome. Alternatively, there might be some deontic 
considerations that count in favor of having the emotion, such as it being morally 
right to have it, or morally required to have it. In both of these cases, there is a 
sense in which the emotion in question can be deemed appropriate, precisely in 
virtue of being supported by prudential or moral considerations respectively.  

However, as D’Arms and Jacobson (2000b) pointed out more than two decades 
ago, these assessments of an emotion’s appropriateness can come apart from the 
emotion’s fittingness. The notion of fittingness is widely understood as referring to 
a distinct normative relation that is said to hold between an attitude and an object 
when that object, in some way, deserves, merits, is worthy of, or is an apt target of 
that response (see e.g., Howard, 2018). Fittingness is thus a “paradigmatically 
normative notion” (Howard, 2018 p.2) which delineates a normative dimension 
along which our attitudes can be assessed with respect to how well they ‘fit’ their 
intentional objects.7  

Let us briefly illustrate how the fittingness of an emotion can come apart from the 
various ways in which it can be deemed prudentially or morally (in)appropriate. 
Imagine that you are on a hike in the woods, and all of a sudden you come face 
to face with a brown bear. The bear starts to display signs of aggression, growling 
and baring teeth. Would it be fitting for you to feel fear? Well, if the bear really is 
getting ready to attack you and you still have a lust for life, then yes, fear would 
be a fitting response on your part. However, it could very well be the case that if 
you were to become frightened, it would actually impede your chances of escaping 
the situation in one piece. So, prudentially speaking, feeling fear may be 
inappropriate in these circumstances.  

 
7 It is worth noting that not all philosophers in the literature use the term ‘fittingness’ to refer to 

this specific normative relation. For example, Deonna & Teroni (2012, 2022) tend to speak of 
correctness rather than fittingness. 
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How can fittingness come apart from moral appropriateness? Suppose that you 
have been abroad on a business trip and that your partner has promised to pick 
you up from the airport on the day of your arrival. Come arrival day, your partner 
has forgotten all about it and is out drinking with friends. Being angry with your 
partner in this case may be entirely fitting. But suppose that your partner is 
exceedingly sensitive about letting other people down and not living up to 
promises. If you become angry with your partner, there is a good chance that they 
will be in an excruciating state of pain for a whole month. It may be, in these 
circumstances, morally inappropriate to be angry, even though it may be fitting.  

A central issue for many philosophers who are interested in the emotions, value 
theory, and normativity, is the question of how to understand the fittingness 
relation more precisely. A widespread idea is that we can understand it in terms 
of reasons.  

3.2. Fittingness in Terms of Reasons  

The language of reasons is ubiquitous in our lives. When you ask yourself ‘What 
should I do?’ or ‘What should I believe?’, it is highly likely that you will try to 
settle the question by deliberating about what reasons there may be for doing this 
or that, or what reasons there may be for believing this or that. It is common 
practice among philosophers to distinguish between normative reasons, motivating 
reasons, and explanatory reasons. Briefly put, a normative reason to act in a particular 
way, or to believe a particular proposition, is standardly construed as “a 
consideration that counts in favor of it” (Scanlon 1998, p.17). A motivating reason 
can be seen as a consideration in light of which an agent is motivated to act in a 
certain way, or to believe a particular proposition (see Müller 2025). Finally, an 
explanatory reason is a fact that provides an explanation for why an agent acted in 
the way she did, or why she believes some proposition.  

To illustrate the difference between these reasons, imagine that a friend of yours 
– not a very close friend – is having a birthday party. You have promised that you 
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will turn up, although you don’t really feel like going. A mutual friend who plans 
on going to the party tells you that there will be an abundance of free alcohol. 
You have been feeling quite down all week and could really use a drink (or eight), 
so now you feel motivated to go. Alas, when you arrive at the party, there is no 
alcohol at all! The mutual friend was just bullshitting.   

In this scenario, there are a couple of considerations that seem to count in favor 
of the action of going to the party. It is after all a friend of yours and you have been 
personally invited to her birthday party. In addition, you did promise that you 
would come. These facts are normative reasons for you to show up to the party. 
Your motivating reason for going however is the putative fact that there is free 
alcohol at the party – that is what actually motivates you to go. The thing is that 
the consideration in light of which you are motivated to go to the party – that 
there is free alcohol – is not a fact that can be cited as an explanation for why you 
actually showed up to the party, because there was, as a matter of fact, no free 
alcohol. So, the proper explanation – that is, the explanatory reason – for why you 
went to the party must be that you believed that there would be free alcohol. That 
is the fact that we can appeal to as a proper explanation for how you acted.8  

Similarly, it is widely thought among philosophers that there are reasons for 
emotions. Not only explanatory reasons – in the sense that we can provide 
explanations for why a particular agent happens to be experiencing a particular 
emotion. But that there are normative reasons for emotions, that is, considerations 
that count in favor of having them.  

Consequently, it has been suggested that the fittingness relation – the normative 
relation we appeal to when we judge that an object merits a certain response – can 
be analyzed in terms of normative reasons. For example, one suggestion would be 
to spell out the fittingness of an emotion in terms of sufficient reasons. Another 
suggestion would be to do so in terms of decisive reasons. Formulations of that 
kind might look something like this:    

 
8 For an overview of the philosophical debate over reasons for action, see Alvarez (2017).  
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Sufficient Reasons: A token emotion E vis-à-vis X is fitting in virtue of the fact 
that there are sufficient reasons to respond with E vis-à-vis 
X.  

 
Decisive Reasons:  A token emotion E vis-à-vis X is fitting in virtue of the fact 

that there are decisive reasons to respond with E vis-à-vis X. 
 
This way of analyzing what it is for an emotion to be fitting is vulnerable to the 
well-known Wrong Kind of Reason-problem (see Rabinowicz & Rønnow-
Rasmussen 2004). The problem was originally cast as a problem for a particular 
kind of analysis of value – the fitting attitude analysis of value, or the buck-passing 
account of value. I shall say more about this analysis in a while, but for now we can 
note that the gist of it is that an object has value in virtue of the fact that there are 
reasons to have either a negative or a positive attitude towards the object. What 
the wrong kind of reason problem highlights is that there are occasions where 
there are reasons to adopt an attitude towards a particular object even though the 
object is not valuable.  

To borrow an example from Rabinowicz and Rønnow-Rasmussen (2004), 
suppose that an evil demon threatens to kill you if you do not admire him. In 
such a case, you have a very good reason to admire the demon. But the fact that 
you have good reason to admire the demon is not a fact that makes the demon 
admirable. The fitting attitude analysis however predicts just that: an object (the 
demon) is valuable (admirable) in virtue of the fact that there are reasons to have 
a positive attitude (admiration) towards it. As Howard (2018) notes, an account 
of fittingness according to which it is analyzed in terms of reasons faces the very 
same problem.  

This might lead us to think that the kinds of considerations that are relevant for 
establishing the fittingness relation must belong to a distinct normative category. 
After all, the fittingness relation is commonly construed as a distinct normative 
relation that is said to hold between an attitude and an object when the object 
merits the attitude.  
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Indeed, Selim Berker (2022) has recently argued that fittingness cannot be 
understood as belonging either in the realm of the deontic or in the realm of the 
evaluative. That is, we cannot analyze or explain the fitting in terms of the deontic 
or the evaluative and we must consequently think of the fitting as its own 
normative family. According to Berker, reasons generated by fit cannot be 
conceived in terms of either sufficient or decisive reasons. Nor can they be 
understood as establishing requiredness or permittedness. Rather, reasons of fit 
are contributory reasons or pro tanto reasons, which Berker maintains can be 
understood as “considerations that contribute towards the case in favour of” 
(Berker 2022, p.52) some relevant attitude. Importantly, Berker finds it unclear 
why “reasons so construed should be viewed as deontic in nature” (ibid, p.52).  

3.3. Fittingness as Accurate Representation  

Another way of understanding fittingness – which is the most prevailing in the 
literature on emotions – is to think of it as a matter of accurate representation. 
The general idea here is basically that many of our attitudes – e.g., beliefs, 
emotions, judgments, and so on – seem to represent their intentional objects as 
being a certain way, or as having a certain property/feature. For example, believing 
that X is a blue whale is – on this conception – to represent X as having the 
property of being a blue whale, or to represent it as being the case that X is a blue 
whale.  

Consequently, the suggestion is that if an attitude type is a type of representational 
mental state and represents their intentional objects as being a certain way, then 
it seems to make good sense to say that instances of that attitude type are fitting 
insofar as their representations are accurate. With respect to beliefs then, we might 
say that if a token belief represents its object accurately, the belief is fitting – it 
does after all fit or correspond to the way the world actually is.  

Similarly, it has been widely assumed that emotions represent their intentional 
objects as being a certain way – this idea is, as we have seen, embodied in Robust 
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Representationalism. In particular, many have thought that emotions represent 
their objects under an evaluative guise, or as instantiating evaluative properties. 
The idea that emotions are fitting in virtue of accurately representing their 
intentional objects may seem quite intuitive and appealing if one is attracted to 
the idea that emotions are representational mental states with a mind-to-world 
direction of fit. But even here, one has cause for pause. 

From the premise that emotions have representational content, it does not 
necessarily follow that their fittingness is wholly a function of their 
representational content being accurate. To be sure, those who tend to think of 
the fittingness of emotions as a matter of representational accuracy may simply insist 
that that is just what fittingness amounts to. Such a response would be either 
stipulative or question-begging and unacceptable. If the claim is not a stipulative 
one, then proponents of the fittingness-as-representational-accuracy view need to 
substantiate their claim. One way in which this could perhaps be done is by means 
of showing that one of the primary functions of the emotions is to represent 
objects in world. If representing the world is indeed one of the primary functions 
of emotions, it could be argued that insofar as an instance of an emotion succeeds 
in performing that function it can be positively assessed along that dimension, 
i.e., we can say that it is fitting.  

So, is representing the world (or objects in the world) one of the primary functions 
of emotions? I must admit that I do not have a conclusive answer to that question. 
Nevertheless, I think we should be cautious about endorsing the view that the 
fittingness of emotions is exclusively a function of their representational content 
being accurate (assuming, of course, that they have representational content to 
begin with). It seems dubious at best to carve out a partial aspect of such complex 
mental states as the emotions and claim that their fittingness is a function of this 
partial aspect alone. Put differently, I believe that it is a mistake to simply 
disentangle the constitutive features of the emotions and treat them as neatly 
separated components that can be evaluated according to standards that apply to 
those component parts. For example, suppose a token of an emotion type E is 
constituted by the more “basic” mental states F and G, where F is a mental state 
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with a representational content.9 Even if there is a limited sense in which it can 
be said that the token emotion E is not ‘off the mark’ when the content of F is 
accurate (or corresponds accurately to the represented object), it seems unclear 
why that fact alone should determine the fittingness of E as such.  

Accordingly, the accuracy of the putative representational content of emotions 
should – at best – only specify the necessary conditions for their fittingness and 
not the necessary and sufficient conditions. Rather, the necessary and sufficient 
conditions for the fittingness of emotions must be unearthed by examining the 
emotions holistically, as attitudes in their own right. This is certainly not an easy 
endeavor, and it may feel tempting to understand emotional fittingness on the 
model of other mental states – like that of belief – as nothing more than a function 
of representational correspondence. However, I believe that the guiding 
methodology for those concerned with the ethics of emotion should be one which 
is likely to yield a richer understanding of the role emotions play in our lives and 
what sort of work they are supposed to do. A step in that direction is to start 
recognizing emotions as attitudes in their own right – over and above their 
(alleged) constituent parts. By extension, I believe that we need to re-orient our 
theorizing and start thinking about fittingness as an assessment of emotions as 
such, rather than as merely an assessment having to do with one of their partial 
components.10  

3.4. In Virtue of What are Emotions Fitting?  

As we have seen, representationalists maintain that emotions are representational 
mental states. Some of these representationalists go beyond the ontological claim 

 
9 The mental state “G” in this case could be a purely conative or motivational mental state.  
10 These claims are congenial to the account of emotional fittingness favored by Hichem Naar 

(2021). Naar writes that “[t]he relation of fittingness between emotions and their objects is a 
normative relation over and above the relation of representation” (p. 14). I am in strong 
agreement with Naar that we should think of the fittingness of emotions as a normative matter 
which cannot simply be reduced to representational accuracy.  
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and espouse the normative claim that emotional fittingness is a matter 
representational accuracy. Given the common assumption among 
representationalists that emotions represent their objects as instantiating 
evaluative properties or values, the resultant view will yield the verdict that a token 
emotion is fitting in virtue of the fact that it accurately represents its object as 
instantiating a certain value. Such a view entails a commitment to the idea that 
values are the fit-makers for emotions – values are the properties that make 
emotions fitting. This does not sit well with the well-known fitting attitude analysis 
of value.   

The fitting attitude analysis of value (henceforth the FA-analysis) is the view 
according to which the value of an object is explained in terms of it being such 
that an attitude of a certain kind is fitting with respect to it. This type of analysis 
– which is often said to have its origin in the works of Franz Brentano 
(1969/1889) and A.C. Ewing (1948) – utilizes the idea of the fittingness of 
attitudes (or reasons for attitudes) as a way of analyzing what value consists in.11 
A generic formulation of the FA-analysis of value states that:  

(FA) For something (object, situation, and so on) X to possess value Φ 
is for it to be fitting to have some particular attitude A towards X (Todd 
2014, p.90, emphasis in original).  

In other words, the FA-analysis offers an explanation of value according to which 
values are understood in terms of fitting responses. It is, for example, the fact that 
anger is fitting vis-à-vis X that makes it the case that X is offensive. Similarly, for 
X to be fearsome is for it to be fitting to fear X, for X to be admirable is for it to 
be fitting to admire X, and so on. Consequently, according to the FA-analysis, the 
fittingness of attitudes is understood as explanatorily prior to values. This fact is 
precisely the reason why Robust Representationalism is incompatible with the FA-
analysis. Recall that according to Robust Representationalism, emotions are fitting 

 
11 For a nice historical exposé of the FA-analysis, see Rabinowicz & Rønnow-Rasmussen (2004). 
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in virtue of representing their intentional objects accurately. This hypothesis, in 
conjunction with the thought that emotions represent their objects as 
instantiating evaluative properties/values – which arguably most, if not all 
representationalists endorse – adds up to a view according to which it is the value 
or the evaluative properties of objects that makes emotions fitting (for a nice 
discussion see e.g., Naar, 2021). As we noted above, it holds that values are the 
fit-making facts, or the fit-makers of the emotions.  

Robust Representationalism thus implies that emotions represent their objects as 
instantiating evaluative properties and that emotions are fitting just in case the 
representational content accurately corresponds to the features of the intentional 
object, i.e., just in case the represented object has the evaluative property in 
question to begin with. It is committed to the idea that it is the value of the 
intentional object which explains why emotions of different kinds are fitting with 
respect to those objects. According to the FA-analysis, the explanatory direction 
goes the other way. It is the fact that an emotion is fitting that explains the value 
of the object. The two views are irreconcilable since they treat the explanatory 
priority between values and fitting emotional attitudes as running in opposite 
directions. Therefore, we cannot endorse both Robust Representationalism and the 
FA-analysis. Which of the two views should we sacrifice?  

My own sympathies lie with the FA-analysis. As several theorists have noted over 
the years, one of the important virtues of the FA-analysis has to do with it being 
meta-ethically neutral in the sense that it does not necessarily commit one to either 
a cognitivist or a non-cognitivist metaethical position. An additional reason in 
favor of adopting the FA-analysis of value has to do with its recourses for 
demystifying values.12 Whether the FA-analysis can, at the end of the day, live up 
to its purported virtues is a question that will have to be treated elsewhere.  

 

 
12 For more on the theoretical merits of the FA-analysis, see e.g., Olson (2004), Rabinowicz & 

Rønnow- Rasmussen (2004), Rabinowicz (2013), Rønnow-Rasmussen (2021).  
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4. Emotions and Responsibility  

Issues pertaining to the nature and the normativity of emotions are not only 
philosophically intriguing in themselves, but they are also directly relevant to 
other areas of philosophical inquiry. In particular, the subject matter of emotions 
has enjoyed much attention in the contemporary philosophical literature on moral 
responsibility.   

On the face of it, this may seem a bit surprising. What does moral responsibility 
have to do with emotions? Is the issue of moral responsibility not an issue 
concerning free will and determinism? Before we answer these questions, it may 
be of service to briefly distinguish between the various ways in which the term 
responsibility might be used.     

4.1. Different Senses of the Term ‘Responsibility’ 

The notion of responsibility (and its cognates) can be used in a variety of different 
ways. Sometimes we use the term to indicate that we occupy a certain social role 
that comes with certain duties and obligations. My role as a father entails that I 
have certain duties and obligations to my daughter – I am responsible for her. My 
role as a teacher at the university entails that I have certain obligations vis-à-vis 
my department and my students – it is, for example, my responsibility to prepare 
lectures, grade papers, and so on.  

There is also a purely causal sense of the term responsible which might be used in 
order to convey that something was the cause of something else. For example, we 
might say that “The recent heat waves are responsible for the nation-wide 
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drought”, or that “A new type of virus seems to be responsible for the sudden 
increase in hospitalizations”. Human agents are of course also responsible, in this 
purely causal sense of the term, for all kinds of things. I may for instance be 
causally responsible for the fact that there is milk in the fridge.  

Then there is the notion of moral responsibility. When we say that someone is 
morally responsible for some action or omission, we do not merely mean that they 
are causally responsible for that action or omission. To attribute moral 
responsibility to an agent A for some action ϕ is to do something else than to 
merely point out that A was the cause of whatever consequence that was brought 
about by the act of ϕ-ing. It is to say that, on the basis of having performed the 
action of ϕ-ing, A is, in some sense, liable to a certain kind of moral assessment, 
or a candidate for a certain kind of treatment. This raises the question what the 
conditions are under which an agent can be said to be liable for such an assessment 
or treatment. What are the conditions that must hold in order for an agent be 
morally responsible? 

4.2. Strawson and the Reactive Attitudes  

A widespread idea among philosophers has been that in order for an agent to be 
morally responsible for her actions, the agent needs to possess a certain kind of 
freedom of the will. Exactly what the relevant kind of freedom of the will is 
supposed to consist in is a contested issue, but it has often been thought that it 
must consist in the ability to do otherwise.   

So construed, it has been argued by many that we cannot be morally responsible 
if the requisite free will is not compatible with the truth of determinism – the 
thesis that “given the past and the laws of nature, the future is determined in every 
detail” (van Inwagen 2017, p.82). If the future is determined, then so are our 
actions, and that means that we cannot act otherwise than how we actually happen 
to act. Consequently, these theorists have argued that the truth of determinism 
would render our responsibility practices – our practices of holding each other 
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responsible – ultimately unjustified. Others deny such a conclusion, arguing that 
the relevant kind of freedom is compatible with determinism.  

The former party is standardly referred to as incompatibilists, and the latter party 
as compatibilists. Incompatibilists are typically divided into two camps: hard 
determinists and libertarians. Hard determinists claim that:  
 

(i) The kind of free will required for moral responsibility is incompatible 
with the thesis of determinism 

(ii) The thesis of determinism is true 
(iii) Therefore, we lack the free will required for moral responsibility  

 

Libertarians agree with hard determinists with respect to the first claim – the claim 
that free will is incompatible with determinism – but maintain that we do have 
the kind of free will required for moral responsibility since the world is in fact 
indeterministic.13 

With his landmark essay “Freedom and Resentment” (1962), Peter Frederick 
Strawson invigorated the conventional debate over moral responsibility by 
drawing attention to a central commonplace of our human lives, namely:  

the very great importance that we attach to the attitudes and intentions 
towards us of other human beings, and the great extent to which our 
personal feelings and reactions depend upon, or involve, our beliefs 
about these attitudes and intentions (1962, p.3).  

In other words, while the traditional debate over moral responsibility was 
concerned with abstract questions regarding the freedom of the will and 
determinism, Strawson urged us to direct our attention to how we actually engage 

 
13 For more on the various positions in the debate see e.g., McKenna & Pereboom (2016), and 

Talbert (2016). 
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with one another in ordinary interpersonal relationships and appreciate the extent 
of our natural human commitment to participate in such relationships (ibid., p.7).  

Once our attention is fixed on what is actually going on within our social practices 
and interpersonal transactions with one another, we can come to see and 
appreciate the fact that we – within the framework of such relationships – typically 
demand or expect “some degree of goodwill or regard on the part of those who 
stand in these relationships to us” (ibid., p.3-4). The critical observation that 
Strawson then goes on to make is that the relevant kind of demand or expectation 
for goodwill and regard is reflected in or expressed through our reactive attitudes. 
Strawson writes:  

The personal reactive attitudes rest on, and reflect, an expectation of, 
and demand for, the manifestation of a certain degree of goodwill or 
regard on the part of other human beings towards ourselves; or at least 
on the expectation of, and demand for, an absence of the manifestation 
of active ill will or indifferent disregard (ibid., p.8). 

Roughly then, Strawson’s central point is that by attending to our actual 
interpersonal relationships and our practices of engaging with each other, we can 
see that to be involved in these practices is to be prone to the reactive attitudes 
(1962, p.7). The reactive attitudes express, or reflect, our interpersonal demands 
and expectations, and these are part and parcel of our interpersonal transactions. 
And this is arguably all we need to attend to in order to answer questions about 
responsibility. As Strawson puts it:   

Only by attending to this range of attitudes can we recover from the 
facts as we know them a sense of what we mean, i.e. of all we mean, 
when, speaking the language of morals, we speak of desert, 
responsibility, guilt, condemnation, and justice (ibid., p.13).  

In the wake of Strawson’s groundbreaking essay, many philosophers have come 
to take seriously the idea that a proper understanding of our responsibility 
practices and their rationale must take into account the reactive attitudes. 
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Strawson’s own list of the reactive attitudes, which comprises attitudes like 
gratitude, resentment, indignation, love, and hurt feelings, are clearly paradigm 
examples of emotions14, and it is thus no big surprise that there has evolved a 
tradition of responsibility theorists who place the emotions at center stage in their 
theorizing (e.g., Graham 2014; Menges 2017; Rosen 2015; Shoemaker 2015; 
Tognazzini 2013; Wallace 1994).  

4.3. Alethic Views of Moral Responsibility 

Building on the Strawsonian paradigm, several of the leading figures in the 
responsibility debate now espouse the idea that we can analyze what it is to be 
morally responsible in terms of the reactive emotions (see e.g., Wallace 1994; 
McKenna 2012; Shoemaker 2015, 2017). By examining the emotions through 
which we engage with one another and pinpointing the conditions under which 
these emotions are appropriate, we may unearth the conditions for being morally 
responsible. Consequently, more than a few theorists have come to embrace some 
version of the following biconditional:  

Moral Responsibility (MR): An agent A is morally responsible for ϕ if 
and only if it is appropriate to have – depending on the nature of ϕ – 
either a negative or positive reactive emotion vis-à-vis A on account of 
ϕ. (Pál-Wallin 2025, p.2).  

A crucial question with respect to the above biconditional is of course how we are 
supposed to understand the notion of appropriate. As we saw in chapter 3, there 

 
14 Although it may be inaccurate to classify love or hurt feelings as distinct emotion types, it is 

undoubtedly the case that these phenomena are emotionally toned. Additionally, there may be 
bona fide reactive attitudes which are not emotions. Trust might be a case in point. Still, it is 
quite clear that a significant set of the reactive attitudes which Strawson considered are genuine 
types of emotion.  
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are several ways in which an emotion can be deemed appropriate, and so it is a 
vital task to figure out what the relevant sense of appropriate might be.  

One alternative is to say, as R. Jay Wallace argues in Responsibility and the Moral 
Sentiments (1994), that the relevant sense of appropriate is to be understood in 
terms of moral fairness. On this sort of picture, for A to be morally responsible for 
ϕ would be a matter of it being morally fair to have a reactive emotion vis-à-vis A 
on account A’s ϕ-ing. (Of course, this raises the question of what it is, or under 
what conditions it is, morally fair to have a reactive emotion towards another 
agent).  

Another alternative that has recently been proposed by some theorists in the 
literature (e.g., Graham 2014; Rosen 2015; Strabbing 2019) is that the relevant 
sense is supposed to be cashed out in terms of representational accuracy. Here, the 
idea that emotions are representational mental states and that their fittingness is a 
matter of accurate representation resurfaces. These co-called Alethic Views of 
Moral Responsibility have been subject to a devastating critique by yours truly in a 
recent paper (Pál-Wallin 2025). The paper is included in this thesis and follows 
directly after this chapter and a short summary of all the papers. I will therefore 
not spend too much time discussing these views here. I do, however, think that it 
might be a good idea to present to the reader the core arguments that undergird 
the Alethic Views in a more formalized manner than I do in the actual paper.  

To that end, we should first note – as I do in the paper – that we can distinguish 
between a strong version and a modest version of the Alethic View – which I refer 
to as Strong Alethicism and Modest Alethicism respectively. For ease of exposition, 
I present the underlying argument of each view by showing how they would 
account for what it is to be blameworthy.  
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Strong Alethicism:  

P1:  X is blameworthy in virtue of the fact that it is fitting to have a 
blaming emotion directed towards X.  

P2:   All episodic instances of an emotion type have a representational 
content with a mind-to-world direction of fit.  

P3:   An instance of an emotion type E towards a particular object O 
is fitting in virtue of the fact that E’s representation of O is 
accurate.  

C: X is blameworthy in virtue of the fact that the representational 
content of a blaming emotion E directed towards X is accurate.  

Modest Alethicism:  

P1:   X is blameworthy if and only if it is fitting to have a blaming 
emotion directed towards X.  

P2: All episodic instances of an emotion type have a representational 
content with a mind-to-world direction of fit.  

P3:   An instance of an emotion type E towards a particular object O is 
fitting if and only if E’s representation of O is accurate.  

C: X is blameworthy if and only if the representational content of a 
blaming emotion E directed towards X is accurate.  

 

The essential difference between Strong Alethicism and Modest Alethicism is that 
Strong Alethicism is “committed to a grounding relation between X’s 
blameworthiness and the representational accuracy of a blaming emotion E such 
that it is the representational accuracy of the blaming emotion that explains (or 
grounds) X's blameworthiness” (Pál-Wallin 2025, p.7). Strong Alethicism thus 
offers a genuine analysis of what it is to be blameworthy (and praiseworthy). 
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Contrastingly, Modest Alethicism remains neutral with respect to this explanatory 
priority between X’s blameworthiness and the representational accuracy of a 
blaming emotion E. Hence, Modest Alethicism offers only a biconditional.  

Both of these versions of the Alethic View are targets of my critique in my paper 
“In Opposition to Alethic Views of Moral Responsibility” (2025), which we shall 
turn to right after a short summary of all the papers in this thesis. Enjoy.   
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Summary of Papers 

Paper I:  In Opposition to Alethic Views of Moral Responsibility  

A standard analysis of moral responsibility states that an agent A is morally 
responsible for ϕ-ing if and only if it is fitting to have – depending on the nature 
of ϕ – a negative or positive reactive emotion vis-à-vis A on account of A’s ϕ-ing. 
Proponents of Alethic views of moral responsibility argue that the relevant notion 
of fittingness in the analysis should be understood in terms of accurate 
representation. The allure of understanding emotional fittingness as 
representational accuracy arguably stems from the widespread idea that emotions 
are representational mental states with a mind-to-world direction of fit. 
Consequently, proponents of Alethic views argue that the fittingness of emotions 
should be cashed out in terms of whether the representational content of reactive 
emotions accurately matches the targeted agent. The aim of this paper is to argue 
against Alethic views of moral responsibility by means of exposing various 
problems that these accounts face in virtue of their inherent commitment to 
understand emotional fittingness in terms of representational accuracy.  
 

Paper II:  Emotional Fittingness, Individual Nature, and Relational Values  

It is often maintained that emotions represent their intentional objects as 
instantiating evaluative properties, and that emotional fittingness is a matter of 
accurate representation. An instance of admiration is – on this view – fitting in 
virtue of the fact that it accurately represents the admired object as instantiating 
the property of being admirable. In this paper, I first outline reasons to resist this 
kind of picture of the emotions and their fittingness. Drawing on recent 
attitudinal accounts of the emotions, I sketch my own view of the emotions 
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according to which they are sui generis affective modes of engagement through 
which we express our cares, concerns, and various commitments – i.e., elements 
that constitute our evaluative orientations and practical identities as agents. In 
that sense, emotions inherently display a kind of import-for-the-subject structure 
which an account of their fittingness must accommodate. The resultant view 
construes fittingness as a relation of normative support relativized to an agent’s 
individual nature, according to which an instance of an emotion E is fitting with 
respect to its intentional object partly in virtue of non-normative facts about the 
emoting agent. In light of the account of emotional fittingness defended here, a 
suggestion is made to understand sentimental values as essentially relational 
values, which supervene on the subject-object relation. 

 

Paper III:  When Your Reasons Become My Reasons: On Internalism and 
Empathic Resonance   

Bernard Williams (1981) famously defended an internalist account of practical 
reasons according to which statements of the form ‘A has a reason to φ’ are true 
only if there is a sound deliberative route from A’s existing motivations by which A 
could become motivated to φ. In other words, if A could not become motivated 
to φ via a process of sound deliberation that begins from her existing motivations, 
there is no reason for A to φ. This renders the internalist thesis unnecessarily and 
mistakenly restrictive: It neglects the important ways in which a reason to φ may 
apply to an agent precisely in virtue of there being non-deliberative routes from 
her existing motivations by which she could become motivated to φ. The aim of 
this article is to explore a potential way to expand the internalist picture by 
examining one such non-deliberative route – a process I refer to as empathic 
resonance. Empathic resonance designates a particular kind of relational 
entanglement and affective-motivational coupling between empathizer and 
empathizee that occurs in direct face-to-face encounters. The characteristic feature 
of this entanglement is that it exerts a gripping force on the empathizer that 
manifests itself as an experience of an overwhelming directive to act on behalf of the 
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empathizee. Consequently, empathic resonance constitutes a distinct kind of non-
deliberative process of interpersonal attunement in virtue of which an internal 
reason for the empathizee to φ can be said to apply to the empathizer vicariously.  

 

Paper IV:  Fear as a Reactive Attitude  

In the wake of Peter Frederick Strawson’s landmark essay “Freedom and 
Resentment” (1962), much of the theorizing about moral responsibility has 
centered around the reactive attitudes – with a particular emphasis on guilt, 
resentment, and indignation. Although philosophical interest in previously 
unexamined reactive attitudes has grown rapidly in recent years, remarkably little 
has hitherto been said about fear as a candidate reactive attitude. The aim of this 
chapter is to explore the phenomenon of fearing other human agents qua agents. 
Drawing on P.F. Strawson’s seminal work on the reactive attitudes, I aim to 
develop an account of agent-directed fear as a distinct reactive attitude (which I 
refer to as reactive fear). In order to pave the way for such an account, I shall in 
the first part of this chapter consider a potential objection to the central claim that 
people can fear other agents. The objection has its roots in a propositionalist view 
of mental states according to which fear is a propositional attitude and thus 
essentially about potential events, or state of affairs (something that is, was, or will 
be the case). I will provide reasons for why we should reject such a restrictive view 
of fear, and more specifically, why we need to embrace the idea that fear can be 
directed towards other human agents. In the second part of the chapter, I contrast 
my proposed account of reactive fear to some existing views of fear, according to 
which fear is seen as reactive in a very general sense, as a reaction to any number 
of objects. On the account I propose, reactive fear is a distinct fearing attitude vis-
à-vis human agents qua agents. As I aim to show, this kind of attitude is a 
particular mode of engagement which reflects an underlying concern of the 
fearing agent not to have her practical identity harmed by the feared agent. I will 
conclude by discussing the upshot and importance of recognizing fear as a bona 
fide reactive attitude.  
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