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Introduction

Kathleen M. Higgins

The philosophy of Robert C. Solomon (“Bob” as we will call him in this book) is
wide-ranging. As the table of contents of this book suggests, he made contributions
to the philosophy of the emotions, ethics, aesthetics, comparative philosophy, the
history of Western philosophy, and the philosophy of religion. His participation in so
many different fields might suggest the scattered attention of a dilettante. But this is to
miss the core commitments that motivated his work across its many manifestations.

In the introduction of his book From Hegel to Existentialism, Bob calls him-
self an existentialist. For Bob “existentialism” did not mean to stay within a narrow
tradition. Instead, he was concerned to traverse all things human, by multiplying
perspectives on all the things he thought were important in a well-lived life. His
description of himself as an existentialist is a useful summary of this philosophical
outlook. The term points to the coherent vision that integrated Bob’s philosophical
endeavors, a vision that is one with his cosmopolitan approach to being a human
being in the world.

The essays in this volume address different facets of the prism that is Bob’s work.
They are grouped thematically, but the reader will observe that some themes recur
across thematic groupings, a pattern that reflects Bob’s consistent concerns across
the range of topics he addressed. In particular, Bob’s interest in emotion and its role
in human life permeates his thought on all topics. Accordingly, emotion is central
to all of the contents of this volume. Nevertheless, the first of our thematic groups
includes essays that address Bob’s groundbreaking contribution to the philosophy
of the emotions.

Bob’s book The Passions, which appeared in 1976, argued that contrary to the
view that has dominated much of Western philosophical history, emotions are
intelligent. Popular culture by now has embraced this idea; but in 1976 it was
radical. The Passions in effect launched the contemporary field of the philosophy
of the emotions. Over the next several decades, Bob’s view that emotion involves

K.M. Higgins
The University of Texas at Austin, USA
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X Introduction

cognitive judgment became the dominant view. Subsequently, however, in light of
new evidence about the biological aspects of emotion, a new generation of critics
reasserted a version of the view that Bob had challenged, the non-cognitive interpre-
tation of emotions as feelings, which had been defended by William James.

Jesse Prinz represents this younger generation. In “Sensational Judgmentalism:
Reconciling Solomon and James,” he articulates the issues in the debate over
cognitivism in emotion. As his title suggests, Prinz contends that one can endorse
James’s position that emotions are essentially bodily feelings while still accepting
key features of Bob’s position, specifically the views that emotions involve judg-
ments, have intentional objects, can occur in the absence of feelings, and amount to
strategies. Ultimately, according to Prinz, Bob’s version of cognitivism and Prinz’s
version of non-cognitivism are not as far apart as they superficially seem to be.

Bob’s views on emotion and his brand of existentialism are tightly linked, as
is particularly evident in one of Bob’s more controversial claims, the idea that we
have a remarkable degree of choice regarding emotions. Ronald de Sousa and
David Sherman both consider this existentialist side of Bob’s account of emotion.
In “Biology and Existentialism,” de Sousa discusses the apparent contradiction
between Bob’s contention that emotions are largely voluntary and a biological
view of humanity. de Sousa argues that properly understood, these views are not in
conflict; Bob’s existentialist view about our freedom to choose emotion is consistent
with the view that our genes shape our goals to a considerable extent.

David Sherman takes a critical stance toward Bob’s position that emotions are
significantly voluntary. Describing the transformation of Bob’s specific position
over time, he contends that Bob rightly came to recognize that he had not provided
an account of the grounds for one’s choices (including those involving emotions),
and that in his later writings he laid greater stress on the way in which social and
cultural factors mediate the choices one makes in constructing a self. Sherman
argues, however, that a difficulty with this position is that it does not indicate how
one gains sufficient distance from one’s culture to be able to criticize its practices.
He concludes that one of Bob’s aims in emphasizing the voluntary character of
emotion was admonitional: Bob sought to remind us that we have real choices and
that we are able to subject social practices to critique and creative revision.

Bob took other controversial stances on emotion in addition to his cognitivism
and his view that emotions are voluntary. One of these was his contention that
emotions cannot be neatly classified by valence, i.e. as intrinsically “positive” or
“negative.” These classifications do not consider the complex roles that emotions
play in our experience, Bob argued. An emotion that is not pleasant to experience,
for example, may be valuable in sorting through one’s circumstances or in motivating
one to constructive action. Such an emotion, he claimed, should not be called
“negative” without qualification.

Arindam Chakrabarti’s “A Critique of Pure Revenge” and Bob’s response concern
a politically problematic “negative” emotion, the emotion of vindictiveness, the
desire for revenge. Bob held that despite its “nasty” character, the desire for revenge
should be acknowledged as basic to our motivational nature. He argues that it is an
essential aspect of our way of relating morally to the world, and that it plays a role
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even in one of our apparently noblest emotions, the desire for justice. Chakrabarti,
by contrast, contends that the desire for revenge should never be satisfied, summa-
rizing his view as, “An examined revenge is never worth taking.” The essays on
revenge included in this volume are those presented in quite literally the last public
debate in which Bob participated. Aptly, they are presented here without resolution,
as Bob’s philosophical work continues to provoke further discussion.

If vindictiveness is on the harsh extreme of the emotional range, another case
Bob discussed, sentimentality, is on the other. Sentimentality is often viewed as both
a moral and an aesthetic defect, but Bob argued that it was not necessarily either
one. Jenefer Robinson, one of Bob’s long-term interlocutors in both aesthetics and
the philosophy of emotions, challenges these views. While she and Bob agree that
realistic literature can help to train the moral sensibilities of the reader, Robinson
contends that sentimentality in literature does not sufficiently encourage a reflective
response on the part of the reader. Bob, by contrast, finds value in sentimental litera-
ture, claiming that it exercises our sympathies without exhausting them, leaving us
well equipped for applying them in everyday contexts.

Robinson’s consideration of the development of moral sensibilities segues well
into the group of essays dealing with Bob’s contributions in ethics. The first two
essays in this section deal with Bob’s applied work on ethics in business. Patricia
Werhane and David Bevan offer an appreciative account of Bob’s Aristotelian
approach to business ethics, which emphasizes the importance of cultivating virtue
and recognizing one’s participation in a larger community. Werhane and Bevan
see Bob’s views on emotion—in particular his cognitivism and his view that we
have some control over our emotions—as of a piece with his Aristotelian emphasis
on virtue. Developing virtue involves altering habits, and Werhane and Bevan
emphasize cognitive habits, or mindsets, that prevail within business. Bob’s defense
of an Aristotelian model of commerce, they argue, in and of itself effectively
persuades readers to transform their perspective on business. This model does not
oppose the ideal of profitability in business, but repositions it as part of a more
encompassing aim, that of the flourishing human life.

Robert Audi also considers Bob’s Aristotelian perspective on business ethics. In
“Virtues, Styles, and Rules in Business Ethics: Reflections on the Contributions of
Robert C. Solomon,” Audi considers the virtue ethical cast of Bob’s approach.
Drawing attention to some of the virtues that Bob sees as essential to good practice
in business, and praising Bob’s conception of diverse “ethical styles” that various
individuals exemplify, Audi takes up the question of whether virtue ethics offers
sufficient guidance for action. Audi submits that it does not, but he suggests that
Bob might see the contrast between virtue ethics and theories that focus on right
actions as a false dichotomy. Audi concurs with Bob in embracing Aristotle’s point
that we should optimally cultivate character so that doing the right thing comes to
seem natural.

While Audi emphasizes the relationship of Bob’s business ethics to Aristotelian
theory, Christine Swanton brings out Bob’s connection to Nietzsche in his formu-
lation of a virtue ethical model. In “Robert Solomon’s Aristotelian Nietzsche,” she
observes that Bob saw Nietzsche as much more closely related to Aristotle than
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Nietzsche saw himself. Swanton elaborates a Nietzschean virtue ethics based on
this Aristotelian reading of Nietzsche. She shares Bob’s view that while Nietzsche
tended to see some virtues as optimal for everyone, he relativized some virtues to
particular types of individuals. However, she disagrees with Bob on the relevance
of will to power for Nietzschean ethics, on the importance of the passionate,
“overflowing” virtues in Nietzsche’s account, and on whether the virtues of the herd
constitute real virtues for Nietzsche.

Kelly Oliver considers Bob’s ethical theory from the standpoint of a particular
pair of emotions that he considered in depth, grief and gratitude. She focuses on
Bob’s view that grief is a continuation of love and his contention that we produce
memorials as means for expressing that love. She raises the issue of how we relate
to the deaths of those whom we do not know and never met, and who may be on
the other side of the world. Do we have an obligation to mourn for them? Oliver
shows that Bob’s views on such personal emotions as grief and gratitude can have
important political implications.

Bob took up the idea that we should look beyond our immediate neighborhood,
both emotionally and theoretically, in his consideration of non-Western philosophy.
He rejected arbitrary intradisciplinary distinctions that tend to dichotomize between
the West and the rest, and he recognized how many of the issues that arise within the
Western tradition are also dealt with elsewhere. To come up with a more enriched
perspective on these issues, he did not hesitate to explore the philosophical tradi-
tions of the non-Western world. Accordingly, unlike many American philosophers,
he proselytized on behalf of comparative philosophy, the focus of our third group of
essays. The theme of grief, interestingly, is the focus of several authors in this group,
which relate to Oliver’s essay in this respect as well as in their insistence that we
transcend philosophical parochialism.

In “Grief and the Mnemonics of Places: a Thank You Note,” Janet McCracken
contemplates the role that commemorations play in honoring the dead. She com-
pares the Zoroastrian tradition’s approach to funerary rites with those of the ancient
Greeks. She suggests that the Greeks performed their rites—including the perfor-
mance of funerary games—with the aim of offering a place for remembering the
dead. The Zoroastrians, by contrast, did not inter the bodies of their dead; instead,
they honored the deceased by having a dog look upon the corpse, which was supposed
to free the soul of the deceased from the place at which death occurred. McCracken
sees this Zoroastrian ritual as highly symbolic, drawing on dogs’ loyalty to their
human companions and their ability to witness and move on. Nevertheless, she
suggests that the impulses behind both kinds of rituals are evident in the responses
of those who mourn Bob.

Prompted by loss in his personal life, Purushottama Bilimoria explores the gap
between philosophical accounts of grief and the powerful feelings it involves.
He acknowledges Bob as an interlocutor, but he is dissatisfied with the approaches to
grief taken in the philosophical literature, including Bob’s. In particular, Bilimoria
rejects any philosophical theory that would equate grief with a propositional judg-
ment. While he acknowledges that Bob increasingly moved away from extreme
cognitivism and emphasized the importance of affect and the phenomenology of
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emotion, Bilimoria nevertheless thinks that Bob’s theory under-emphasizes the
feeling dimension of grief. He explores the ways that the practices and literature
from various cultures deal with the painful and disruptive feelings involved in grief.

Bilimoria also challenges one of Bob’s more theoretical claims about grief, the
suggestion that in some circumstances it is not only appropriate, but morally obliga-
tory. While it may indeed be appropriate, Bilimoria argues, to grieve solely because
it is morally mandated would be highly undesirable; and the actual experience
involves more improvisational responses than any “required” mourning behavior.
Nevertheless, he concludes that theoretical accounts are still called for, and he
encourages further philosophical work on the subject.

Like Bilimoria, Padmasiri de Silva engages with Bob’s perspective on grief. In
his essay, “The Lost Art of Sadness,” he situates the consideration of grief within a
broader discussion of sadness. He credits Bob as an influence on his thinking about
emotion, particularly about “the rhythms of our emotional life.” de Silva considers
these rhythms in connection with the Buddhist practice of mindfulness, and he dis-
cusses the approach to sadness taken by the mindfulness-based emotion focused
therapy to which he has devoted himself as a practicing clinician for many years.
He utilizes this therapeutic perspective as a basis for disputing the common view
within the psychiatric community that sadness amounts to a mental disorder. Instead,
de Silva argues, sadness is part of the human condition that can, in its own way,
enrich one’s life.

Shifting to a consideration of emotion in the thick of political activity, Henry
Rosemont draws on Bob’s emphasis on the importance of emotion to discussions of
justice and analyses the truth and reconciliation commissions that have been used
in many nations in efforts to recover from violence between ethnic, racial, and
religious subgroups within their populations. Rosemont observes that the goals of
such commissions—to set the record straight about who has victimized whom and
to effect reconciliation—have been inconsistent. Truth and reconciliation commis-
sions will be hindered in achieving reconciliation, he argues, so long as they are
premised on the notion of society as constructed of free, autonomous individuals.
Rosemont commends Bob’s emphasis on the need to transform our sense of the self
if we are to properly understand justice. He sees Bob’s perspective as bearing some
resemblance to the Confucian tradition, which understands human beings as
essentially related to each other. By comparison with models that consider society
the aggregation of autonomous individuals, a relational approach would serve as a
better theoretical basis for structuring the work of truth and reconciliation commis-
sions so that they actually achieve reconciliation.

The relational emphasis of Bob’s work is evident throughout the final grouping
of essays, which conjoins some of Bob’s work in the history of philosophy with his
relatively late writings on spirituality. These essays, despite their various topics, all
accentuate the stress Bob placed on the importance of recognizing one’s individual
life in the context of something much larger than oneself.

Shari Neller Starrett draws attention to the theme of human interconnectedness
in Bob’s innovative interpretation of Hegel. She contends that his many startling
themes cohere around a view of Hegel’s dialectic as a metaphor, not a method.
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The upshot of Bob’s interpretation is that Hegel’s philosophy is more art than
science and the dialectic more about growth and development in experience
than about logical relations. Starrett draws attention to Bob’s controversial views
that Hegel did not posit the Absolute as literally attainable and that the Hegelian
Spirit, our collective presence in the world, never reaches a final goal. In keeping
with this idea, Starrett suggests, we can see Bob’s spirit as continuing beyond his
physical death, for it is part of Spirit writ large.

Richard Schacht also takes up Bob’s relationship to Hegel and his understanding
of Hegel’s notion of Geist, the term usually translated as “Spirit.” Schacht points out
that the term Geist in German is much richer than “spirit” or “mind” (alternative
translations) are in English, and he urges us to leave the term untranslated. He concurs
with Bob that Hegel’s Geist is not an otherworldly concept, and like Bob, he is
unwilling to dispense with the idea, as many contemporary philosophers are happy
to do. Schacht relates the conception of Geist to Bob’s conception of a naturalized
spirituality, developed in his book Spirituality for the Skeptic. Although Schacht
doubts that the many features of spiritual life that Bob indicates are genuinely
necessary for spirituality, he views Bob’s account as a welcome invitation to think
further about spirituality, spirit, and Geist in naturalistic terms.

Markus Weidler considers Bob’s contention that gratitude is essential to spiritua-
lity, whether or not there is really any God or gods to be thanked. Weidler interprets
this stance in light of Bob’s criticism of what he called “death fetishism,” a delusory
view that sees death as endowing one’s life with its true significance. Weidler
analyzes fanaticism as a manifestation of death fetishism, for fanaticism seeks to
manifest devotion so extreme that one is willing to die for one’s cause. The fanatic
is so uncompromising in his insistence on his own dogma that he violates his own
highest values, even imposing his demands on his god(s). Bob’s proposal of gratitude
without dogma, even about that gratitude’s possible recipient, according to Weidler,
offers a salutary spiritual alternative to fanaticism, which from time to time represents
a dangerous temptation to all of us.

John Bishop considers Bob’s idea of spirituality in relation to revisionary theism
that rejects the notion of an all-powerful, all-knowing, and all-benevolent God (“the
omniGod” in Bishop’s parlance) and seeks an alternative conception of God. Bishop
sees a certain commonality between Bob’s naturalized spirituality and the kind of
revisionary theism he embraces, particularly with respect to the question of how
appropriate it is to commit oneself to a certain spiritual vision of reality in the
absence of compelling evidence. Bob analyzes spirituality in terms of central spiri-
tual passions, including reverence, love, gratitude, and trust, all of which involve
taking the world to be fundamentally deserving of such attitudes despite the fact that
we lack evidence that this belief is justified. Bishop argues that both the attitudes
entailed by the spiritual passions and belief in a God as conceived by revisionary
theism can be defended as epistemically responsible. He also concludes that Bob’s
account of spirituality is rooted in similar motivations to those of the revisionary
theist, for both seek a spiritually optimistic outlook toward the world without a
controlling deity who runs things.
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In the concluding essay, “Bob on Meaning in Life and Death,” Kathleen Higgins
picks up on Bob’s spirit of optimism in the face of death, despite his skepticism
about personal experience beyond it. Appropriately, given the character of his phi-
losophy, Bob’s solution to the problem of finding meaning in life in the face of death
is emotional as well as philosophical. His claims that spirituality is “the thoughtful
love of life”” and that gratitude is the best response to tragedy summarize his life as
well as his philosophy.

v




Part 1
Emotions



Chapter 1
Sensational Judgmentalism: Reconciling
Solomon and James

Jesse J. Prinz

Abstract Robert Solomon is responsible for developing one of the most influential
and sophisticated cognitive theories of emotion in recent philosophy. In his own
work, and in commentaries, this theory is often contrasted with the non-cognitive
theory of William James. For James, emotions are felt sensations of changes in the
body. For Solomon, emotions are judgments that have intentional objects and can
occur without feelings. Solomon also says that emotions, unlike usual sensations,
are strategic choices rather than automatics responses. This chapter argues that,
despite this apparent contrast, the Jamesian view can be adapted to satisfy the basic
tenets of Solomon’s theory, and the resulting hybrid may have been anticipated in
Solomon, despite his reservations about James.

No one contributed more to contemporary philosophical discussions of emotion that
Bob Solomon. His seminal work in the 1970s helped set the agenda for decades to
come, and the arguments he offered in those early works remain as relevant today as
they were when they were originally penned. Those of us who came to this discus-
sion in recent years revere Solomon as an intellectual hero. But many of us have also
used him as a foil. As so often happens in academe, newcomers try to kill the father,
and often then resurrect the grandfather as an alternative. In this case, the grandfather
is William James. The last two decades have witnessed a Jamesian turn in emotion
theory, and Solomon’s views are often seen as the polar opposite. Solomon authored
some of the most penetrating critiques of the Jamesian approach, and his positive
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theory of the emotions often looks like a systematic inversion of James’s core tenets.
As a Jamesian, this is how I’d seen things, and despite receiving unbelievably gracious
support and encouragement from Solomon during my early forays, I'd thought of
his work as more of a foil than a foundation. I realize now that this was a mistake.
Many of Solomon’s most controversial views strike me as plausible now, not because
James was wrong, but because there is room for a reconciliation. Solomon was a
leading force in bringing together different disciplines (psychology, anthropology,
and philosophy), different generations (historical and contemporary sources of
influence), and different philosophical traditions (analytic and continental). It turns
out that he was also prescient in seeing how the most ostensibly antithetical theories
of emotion might find some common ground. This is the most important of many
philosophical lessons I learned from him, not only because it is crucial for under-
standing emotions, but because it serves as a reminder, in this polarizing field, that
the best solution to many of our debates is collaboration.

In what follows, I begin by presenting some of the central themes in Solomon’s
theory of the emotions, focusing on his groundbreaking 1973 paper, but updating
where appropriate. I indicate how these themes depart from the position advanced
by James. Then, in the second part, I argue that the Jamesian should not reject
Solomon’s arguments, but rather accommodate them, and I will suggest that his
considered view can be regarded as integrative as well.

Solomon Contra James

In 1884, James published his first and most influential discussion of the emotions.
There he defends a view that is sometimes called sensationalism. According to
James, emotions are felt sensations of changes that take place in the body. When we
experience an emotionally evocative event, our bodies prepare for a behavioral
response, and the feeling of those preparations is the emotion. When we encounter
a bear in the wilderness, to use a Jamesian paradigm case, our bodies prepare for
flight, our hearts race, we perspire, and we get goose bumps (a vestige from hairier
ancestors whose goose bumps caused hair to erect, giving rise to a larger appearance
in the eyes of predators). The emotion of fear is a sensation comprising this
somatic pattern.

James based this account on two central observations. The first is phenomeno-
logical. James asks readers to imagine an intense emotion, such as rage or terror,
and then systematically subtract in our minds all its bodily symptoms. If we try this
exercise, James says, we will find that there is nothing left that we would recognize
as an emotion. The phenomenology of emotion is fundamentally bodily. The second
observation is more or less empirical—it was speculative in James’s time but has
since been tested and confirmed. When we change the configuration of our bodies,
our emotions seem to change as well. James combated his own depression by adopt-
ing an erect posture and a smile, methods known now to enhance mood. If bodily
changes can change our emotions, then, James concludes, emotions may be sensations
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of such changes. These arguments continue to persuade some contemporary emotion
researchers and have been buffered by empirical work linking emotional responses
to brain structures that are involved in the perception of bodily changes (Damasio
1994; Prinz 2004).

James’s theory of the emotions captivated philosophers and psychologists when
it first appeared, and it became a dominant theory until 40 years later, when Walter
Cannon (1927) authored an eviscerating critique. Cannon argued that emotions can-
not be bodily sensations, because bodily nerves are too slow and insensitive to
explain the immediacy and intensity of our emotional responses. He also argued that
bodily responses cannot differentiate the emotions, and that stimulation of visceral
nerves does not cause people to have experiences that they mistake for emotions, as
James might have predicted. Solomon (1976) endorses this critique, which has often
received inadequate attention by contemporary followers of James.

It should be noted, however, that the critique is less decisive than it may appear.
First, some forms of bodily perception, such as heart rate, can be quite accurate and
fast. Second, the fact that some visceral nerves are slow does not undermine the
Jamesian theory, because emotions sometimes come on slowly, and because emo-
tional experiences may begin as soon as the brain anticipates changes in the body,
even if such changes have not yet taken place or been perceived. Third, the fact that
stimulating an organ does not cause an emotional sensation can be explained by the
fact that emotions involve whole patterns of bodily change. The stimulation of one
organ alone would not suffice. This also speaks to the questions of differentiation.
A rapid heart rate would not be enough to distinguish fear and euphoria, since both
involve cardiovascular acceleration. But fear also characteristically involves a mus-
cle tension (part of the freezing response), widened eyes, and tingling spine. And
euphoria causes flushing rather than pallor, and the lips turn upward rather than
down. Inducing such global patterns of change can indeed cause felt changes in the
emotions. Indeed, facial expressions (Laird 1984; Zajonc et al. 1989) and respira-
tory changes (Philippot et al. 2002) may be enough to differentiate basic emotions.
So the case against James cannot hang on Cannon’s critique. Solomon certainly
wouldn’t make this mistake. His central objections to James have little to do with
physiology. Rather, he defends a positive theory of his own, which seems to conflict
with sensationalism in multiple ways.

Solomon’s approach to the emotions is inspired by Sartre rather than James. His
overarching claim is that emotions are judgments, not sensations. James is a non-
cognitivist. That is, he thinks cognitive states are unnecessary for emotions. An
emotion can be triggered by a perceptual experience (seeing a bear), and consist in
somatic sensations. A creature without thoughts could emote. For Solomon, emotions
are fundamentally cognitive: they are judgments about states of affairs in the world, such
as the judgment that the bear is dangerous. This can be called judgmentalism. Like
James, Solomon cites phenomenological evidence. His paradigm case is anger,
which he associates with the judgment that there has been an offense. He invites us
to imagine being angry with no such judgment, and concludes that this impossible.
It would be paradoxical, in a Moorian way, to say, “I am angry at you, but I don’t
think you’ve done anything wrong.”
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Solomon’s judgmentalism is welded to four other supporting planks, which further
reveal his departures James. The first of these can be given the awkward name feeling
contingentism. This is the view that emotions need not occur with any characteristic
feelings. There is no feeling that is unique to anger and found in all instances of it.
No feelings can be used to differentiate the emotions. Where James says that emotions
are feelings, Solomon says that emotions need not even occur with feelings. One
can be angry, he claims, without feeling angry.

Another plank of Solomon’s account can be called intentional essentialism. On
this view, emotions have intentional objects, and they have them essentially. One
cannot just be angry. One must be angry about something. Anger always has an
object. This is an intentional object and not merely a cause. Anger might be caused
by a bad day at work, but directed at something entirely different. The object of
anger may not even be real. I may get angry at an offense that is merely imagined,
perhaps because of that bad day at work. Like intentional objects in general, the
objects of our emotions are opaque or subjective (what Solomon sometimes calls
surreal). I may be frightened of Mr. Hyde, but not of Dr. Jekyll, even though they are
one and the same person.

It is famously difficult for sensationalists to accommodate the fact that emotions
represent, since we don’t usually think of sensations as having intentional objects;
we don’t use that-clauses when ascribing tickles or twinges. Sensationalists some-
times respond by proposing that emotions are sensations plus representations of
precipitating events. Solomon rejects this, saying that it doesn’t account for the non-
separability of an emotion and his object. This non-separability cuts both ways.
Solomon says that the fear of something cannot persist without its object, and the
object too is presented as fearful. Thus, emotions do not consist of representations
of cool facts appended to feelings, or even appended to evaluative judgments.
Rather, those judgments permeate our way of experiencing their objects. This is an
interesting thesis that has been neglected in the emotion literature, especially within
cognitive science. Such non-separability is especially challenging for Jamesians,
who explain emotional objects as representations that trigger felt bodily changes,
rather than seeing such objects as inextricably bound to the emotions they evoke.

Solomon’s most provocative plank is intimated in the title of his 1973 paper:
“Emotions and Choice.” For him, emotions are mental acts, and, as acts, they can be
regarded as choices that we make, and for which we have responsibility. This can be
called voluntarism about the emotions. Voluntarism is at odds with common sense;
we think emotions are things that happen to us. But Solomon says we have agency
over them. We fail to realize this because emotions are not consciously or delibera-
tively chosen. We are unaware of our complicity. Emotions are also urgent judg-
ments, SO we experience them in a way that makes them feel like they have taken
hold of us, disrupting our normal activities. That is because emotions are responses
to unusual circumstances. Swept up by the exigency of a situation, we fail to appre-
ciate that emotions are in some sense voluntary. This view contrasts with the position
of James who is a functionalist, in the psychological sense of that term. He sees
emotions as ancient and automatic, evolved responses—bioprograms designed for
coping with life’s challenges in a way that bypasses our more recent capacity for choice.
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Voluntarism is also at odds with sensationalism more broadly, since sensations are
passive mental events. We don’t choose our chills and twinges.

The final plank that I will mention is closely related to voluntarism. Emotions
have a strategic function. They fit in with our goals, and expressing them advances
our purposes. Solomon explains this purposivism with an example. A man may get
angry at his romantic partner over some trivial event in an effort to avoid going out
with her on evening when he’d rather be watching television. The anger stirs up a
fight, which makes an evening out unlikely, even though the anger is not about
going out. In such cases, we are blind to the purposes of our emotions (or emotional
expressions). If we realized these ulterior motives, the emotions would dissipate.
But the fact that such motives exist can be explained by agentic nature of the
passions, and would be deeply puzzling if emotions were merely involuntary
sensations.

In all these ways, Solomon’s approach to the emotions contrasts sharply with
James’s. On the face of it, his view systematically rejects sensationalism and all of
its implications. Two views could hardly be more opposed. Or so it might seem.
I now want to suggest that there is room for a reconciliation. Solomon’s views can
be used to rehabilitate sensationalism, and such a rehabilitation is actually in line
with his considered account of what emotions really are.

Towards a Sensational Judgmentalism

A diehard Jamesian might try to rebut Solomon by challenging the central tenets of
his theory. This would be a courageous strategy, and perhaps even foolhardy.
Solomon is a magnificent observer, and his discussions of the emotions are so rich,
and so faithful to human life that it is hard to resist his conclusions without looking
anemic. Jamesians are reductive; they try to find the most basic constituents of emo-
tions. Solomon begins with emotions in their most florid, social, manifestations. If
the Jamesian pleads for physiology without any resources for scaling up, the account
will lose appeal. Jamesians should aspire to accommodate Solomon’s insights rather
than treating emotions as reptilian responses that have no connection to the most
sophisticated aspects of our psychology.

Toward this end, I want to revisit the planks of Solomon’s account to see whether
they can be incorporated into a sensationalist framework. The resulting picture will,
of necessity, depart from James, but it will preserve his emphasis on bodily sensa-
tions. The aim is to articulate a sensational judgmentalism.

Let’s begin with Solomon’s claim that emotions are judgments. On the face of it,
judgments and sensations seem to be very different kinds of mental states. For
Solomon, we cannot be angry without judging something to be offensive, and, for
James, anger is a perception of a bodily preparation for action—presumably a prep-
aration to aggress. One might try to bring these two together in a causal sequence.
Perhaps judgments about offenses cause our bodies to change, and we feel the
resulting perturbations. This would be a major concession for the Jamesian, since it
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would imply that emotions depend on cognitive states that are prior to bodily
responses, and that would be one small step away from the view that the felt bodily
responses are dispensable. But there is an alternative. One can say that the bodily feelings
constitute a judgment.

Imagine that you experience an offense, whether real or imaginary. Some one
might shout an obscenity at you, step on your toe without apology, show up late to
your all-important meeting, or endorse a tax cut that you consider irresponsible.
Immediately upon experiencing these acts, your body reacts; blood flows to your
extremities, your heart races, your brow lowers, your fists clench. When you perceive
this pattern of changes, your sensation can be described as representing your body,
but this is not all it represents. Sensations always occur when the body undergoes a
transformation, but they often also represent things that go beyond the body. For
example, visual sensations depend on changes in the retina caused by light, but they
also represent lions, lizards, and lounge chairs; likewise, auditory sensations depend
on cochlear vibrations, but they inform us about creaks, cries, and crunches.
Sensations use the body to tell us about the world, or our place in it. They do so with
such immediacy and familiarity that we find it difficult to focus on the medium
rather than the message. We say, “There’s a lion,” not “there’s a pattern of light
reflecting off the lion’s surface onto my retina.”

From a psychosemantic perspective, sensations get their meaning from their
usual causes and effects. The shape sensation caused by seeing a lion is similar to
other sensations caused by lions, and is thus a reliable indicator that a lion is present.
If you experience a sensation like that, you are probably in proximity to a lion or at
least a picture of one. This sensation will also lead you to react in certain ways. You
will draw inferences and make decisions. If you see the lion while hiking in the
wilderness, you might choose to take flight, but a similar experience in a zoo will
promote approach behaviors rather than avoidance. Your sensation represents
the lion because it is of a type that generally has lions as causes and leads to lion-
relevant effects. In a similar way, if you experience your body preparing for aggression,
then chances are you have encountered something offensive, and the experience of
such a sensation may lead you to respond aggressively, if retaliation seems feasible,
or to bite your tongue, if you think retaliation would make things worse. In that way,
your bodily sensation represents offensiveness—it is of a type that has offensiveness
as a usual cause, and it leads to offense-relevant effects. One can say that the bodily
sensation is a kind of judgment. It is a psychological state with the semantic content:
there has been an offense. I call this the embodied appraisal theory of emotions
(Prinz 2004).

This suggests that emotions can be sensations and judgments at the same time, a
major step towards reconciling Solomon and James. But the next tenet of Solomon’s
theory may seem impossible to accommodate by the Jamesian: feeling contin-
gentism. That is the view that emotions are not necessarily felt. One can be angry
without feeling angry. On the face of it, this is a direct contradiction of sensational-
ism. James says that emotions are feelings, and that implies that they are essentially
felt. There is, however, another interpretation. It is important to recall that sensations
are perceptual states. They are episodes in our sensory input systems. An emotion,
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for James, is a complex interoceptive state. Within perceptual psychology, it is
axiomatic that perception can occur below the threshold of consciousness. This is
the case in subliminal vision, for example. Equating feelings with conscious episodes,
then, we can say that sensations can occur unfelt. An unfelt sensation is one of
which we are not conscious. Since sensations can, in general, occur without con-
sciousness, it follows that there can be unfelt emotions, even if emotions are sensa-
tions. Those would be perceptions of bodily changes that do not make it into
consciousness.

Indeed, it is fairly easy to see how this might occur. Consciousness depends on
attention (Prinz 2012). One can undergo a bodily change without attending to it.
This may be especially common in the case of emotions, because we tend, when
emoting, to focus on the object of the emotion, rather than the emotion itself. If
frightened by a sound at night, for example, we focus intently on the source of the
sound, not on the racing heart. In this case, I may even know that I am afraid, while
at the same time not feeling my fear, just as an athlete might surmise that her body
is in pain, while not feeling this pain, because she is too focused on her strides
towards victory. It follows that emotions can go unfelt and this may be relatively
common.

What then of James’s claim that emotions are feelings? In a sense, James is still
right. After all, when emotions are felt, the feelings are the emotions; it is just that
James did not appreciate the fact that emotions can occur unconsciously. Thus, one
can accept James’s equation of emotions and feelings while embracing Solomon’s
thesis that feelings are contingent, as paradoxical as this might sound (Prinz 2005).

Turn next to Solomon’s intentional essentialism, the view that emotions have
their objects essentially, and that there is a sense in which the object, too, is insepa-
rable from the emotion. In my own work on the emotions, I have said too little about
intentional objects, which have always been at the center of Solomon’s discussions.
The embodied appraisal approach entails that emotions represent things, such as
offenses and losses and dangers; but how do they come to represent specific things,
such as the offensiveness of a pundit’s diatribe, or the loss of a friend, or the
(surreal) danger of flying? My own thinking about this has invoked counterfactuals.
An emotion represents its particular object if the emotion would not have occurred
had that object not been represented. This trivially accommodates one aspect of
intentional essentialism. If the emotion depends counterfactually on (the represen-
tation of) its intentional object, then any given emotion has its object essentially.
Contra Solomon, I think an emotion can linger after one stops thinking about its
object, but such lingering feelings might best be called moods, and Solomon (1973)
is agnostic about the relationship between moods and intentional objects. So there
is clearly room for intentionally essentialist sensationalism.

So far, however, this story doesn’t capture Solomon’s deep observation that the
essential link between emotion and object cuts both ways. For even if I could not
have had a particular emotion without its object, it does not follow that I cannot have
represented that object without the emotion. In fact, on the story just suggested, the
object representation precedes the emotion and is, to that extent, independent of it.
This presents a predicament for the Jamesian. Either the object cannot precede the
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emotion, in which case the counterfactual strategy for explaining intentional
essentialism will fail, or the object cannot be dependent on the emotion, in which
case Solomon’s deep insight will go unmet.

To accommodate Solomon’s insight, I think the Jamesian should say that the
object that precipitates an emotional response is transformed once that response is
initiated. Following Solomon, one might even invoke Sartre’s notion of magic here
(invoked in the latter’s claim that emotions are “magical transformations of the
world”). The object may begin as neutrally represented before the emotion begins,
but then it is magically transformed by the emotion, becoming hot, rather than cold.
We project our emotions onto the world. We see things as offensive, dangerous, and
tragic, even though these properties do not exist objectively out there, but depend
instead on our responses.

But what is it to see something as offense? How does affect infuse object? These
questions are challenging for the Jamesian, because emotions are bodily sensations,
and representations of objects are usually not somatic. How can a bodily state infuse
a disembodied representation? To answer this question, we need to involve a pair of
phenomena that have been neglected by Jamesians. First of all, emotions usher in
changes in how we process information, including patterns of attention and cogni-
tive styles. In joy we experience the world holistically. In fear attention becomes
highly acute. In despair we are inundated by negative thoughts about the future.
Thus the way an object is represented can change depending on what emotion we
are experiencing, and those changes may explain one sense in which objects depend
on emotions. These changes are not sensational, nor are they judgmental. Both
judgmentalists and sensationalist need to explain their theories by recognizing that
emotions are not merely states, but ways of seeing.

The second aspect of affect infusion is more Jamesian. When the body undergoes
changes, those changes are object-specific. When enraged we don’t simply form a
generalized disposition to aggress. Rather our bodies militate against a specific
offender. Correlatively, once the emotion sets in, the offended takes on what J.
J. Gibson called an affordance. In perceiving or reflecting on the offender we register
the action that we are inclined to take. Think about the experience of a friend as
huggable, or a delicious food as demanding to be devoured. These behavioral
responses are not experienced as after-effects—something above and beyond the
perception of friend and food. Rather we perceive the affordances as properties of
the objects that afford them. We project our bodies onto the world. This move is
Jamesian in nature, but it has been missed because Jamesians tend to ignore inten-
tional objects. Solomon’s focus on objects, and his ideas about subjective or magical
transformations, point towards an enriched sensationalism. And this enrichment
further narrows the gap between the sensational approach and the idea that emotions
are ways of construing the world.

We can turn now to the most controversial aspect of Solomon’s account, one that
most cognitivists would probably reject: the idea that emotions are voluntary
choices. In an appendix to “Emotions and Choice,” Solomon (1980) weakens his
voluntarism a bit, saying that he moved too quickly in his early formulations from
the view that emotions are actions to the conclusion that emotions are chosen.
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Solomon also notes that culture exerts a strong influence on emotions, which seems
to count against emotions being chosen, since that is an external influence. It might
also be added that judgments are not always chosen. They are often passive responses
to situations that present themselves. In fact, whether we can ever simply choose to
judge something is controversial. If you don’t think the moon is made of cheese,
you cannot simply judge that it is.

For all that, I think there is something importantly right about Solomon’s early
voluntarism—something that the Jamesian should accommodate. Emotions can
come unbidden, but we can also play an active role in changing emotional attitudes.
For example, we can reconstrue life events. A loss that may be experienced with
great sadness may also be an opportunity to reflect, reprioritize and renew. An
offense may actually be sign that you have done something that hurt the offending
party’s feelings. A danger may also be a challenge through which one can grow. The
contours of an emotion can change, when we reconstrue, and in some cases, one
sentiment can give way to another. Whenever we have an emotion, there is an ele-
ment of choice in so far as we can choose to acquiesce or we can look for ways to
change perspective.

Even the decision to stay with an emotion, like Sisyphus and his rock, can be
thought of as voluntary. Sisyphus could not do otherwise, but he could choose to
identify with his activity, making his life his own, and overcoming alienation. We
sometimes think of emotions as things that happen to us, like invasive forces. We
feel stressed by work, and we suffer from depressive disorders. Instead, we can
acknowledge that we thrive on stress and that we feel at home in our gloom. We
might find those who lead stress-free lives dull, and those who are not depressed
myopic. Embracing these pathologized sentiments is always an option when opting
out fails.

Given the link between choice and construal, voluntarism may seem difficult to
square with sensationalism. Construal is a very cognitive activity. We don’t think of
construal as impacting perception. I cannot reconstrue that green tomato as red, and
thereby see it as ripe. On the other hand, there is a way of reconstruing that is very
familiar in perceptual psychology. We can reconstrue by shifting attention. We cannot
see green as red, in this way—there are constraints—but we can see a duck-rabbit
as fuzzy or fowl. Ambiguous inputs are amenable to attentional alteration. The sting
of the cold can be seen as painful or exhilarating by focusing on different aspects of
our somatic response (the adrenal lift or the agonized grimace). Jamesians should
not deny that cognitive construals can influence our emotions, but they can also
insist that some construals are perceptual. By staring out of the air plane window
and seeing the distant ground below, the phobic may exacerbate fear. But one can
also stare at the beautiful clouds or feel the stability of the chair or the music in
one’s headphones. Perception is not passive. We chose where to look. Consequently,
emotional voluntarism is not incompatible with sensationalism.

This brings us, at last, to purposivism. Can sensations be strategic? In his
Appendix, Solomon (1980) notes that his (1973) discussion of purposes conflated
emotions and their expressions. His example of the man who gets angry to avoid
going out, might better be described as a man who expresses anger to avoid going out.
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After all, had the emotion gone unexpressed, it would not have the desired effect.
This adds a complication for standard forms of judgmentalism, since expression and
emotion are divorced. If emotions are ordinary judgments, they can occur without
changes in the body, and can thus easily exist without being expressed. For the
Jamesian, expression and emotion are linked. Since emotions are bodily sensations,
they will usually be accompanied by bodily changes, including expressions.
Emotions will be perceivable to others, in posture, face, and vocal intonation. It would
take effort to conceal anger. Since the body is perceivable, it follows that emotions
convey information to others; they are fundamentally, even if unwittingly, commu-
nicative. They are fundamentally social. This fits well with the strategic view of
emotions. Bodily changes serve a dual function. They prepare us for action, but they
also indicate to others that we are so prepared. We bear our teeth, we cower, and we
stare lustfully. Every smile is a welcome sign, and every tear a supplication. Since
these communicative displays influence others, emotions cannot be understood
without taking their social impact seriously. The question, “Why did you feel X?” is
often best answered by asking what effect you wanted to have on another person. It
is unsurprising that the unconscious mechanisms that determine when we feel
doomed or delighted take this into account, and the likelihood of an emotional
episode may depend on the extent to which its expression will advance our ends.
This Solomonian insight invites a Jamesian implementation.

In summary, the major planks of Solomon’s judgmentalism can be accommo-
dated within a Jamesian framework. The resulting sensational judgmentalism
differs from James’s own account (he failed to emphasize the meaning of emotions),
but it preserves the idea that emotions are sensations of bodily changes. They are
that, but also much more. Solomon’s account can be seen as a set of desiderata that
any theory must meet. These may look incompatible with the Jamesian approach,
but there is room for a reconciliation.

Solomon’s Wisdom

By way of conclusion, I want to suggest that the hybrid I have been describing may
not be far from Solomon’s own considered account of the emotions. As a newcomer
to emotion research, I was inclined to interpret Solomon as the archrival of James.
That impression was fuelled by Solomon’s explicit critiques of the standard sensa-
tionalist program, but also by a prejudice I brought with me in thinking about the
nature of judgments. Trained in contemporary philosophy of mind, I had come to
think that anyone who talks about judgments must be imaging something like sen-
tences in a language of thought. On prevailing views, a judgment is a sentence in the
head. So, on reading his claim that emotions are judgments, I assumed that Solomon
must have a sentential view about the passions, a view that I found difficult to digest.
But this impression was based on a mistake. The sentential theory of thought was
not the default for Solomon, who was coming out of the continental tradition.
Heidegger compares thinking to building, and Merleau-Ponty tries to collapse the
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distinctions between thinking and perceiving, and between perceiving and acting.
It is therefore a mistake to assume that Solomon’s account is incompatible with an
embodied view of the emotions simply because he equates emotions with
judgments.

This possibility—that emotional judgments might be embodied—is already
intimated in some of Solomon’s early work. Though he criticized James in his 1973
and 1976 discussions, his return to these themes in 1980 underscores the fact that
emotional judgments are judgments of personal concern (Solomon 1973, 1976,
1980). The recognition of an offense that characterizes anger is not to be understood
as the judgment, “What he said to me was offensive,” but rather as the exclamation,
“He offended me!” Here already, then, we see Solomon emphasizing that emotions
are judgments of a special kind. They have heat, urgency, and a connection to the
self that is distinctive. In thinking about the self here, one brings to mind Sartre’s
prereflective self-consciousness, not the symbolically mediated consciousness that
underwrites explicit self-ascription. Or, perhaps, we might think of Merleau-Ponty,
who insists that the self is the body. To recognize offensiveness in this personal way
is to see it in some prereflective way as a concern for the embodied self.

Solomon’s move toward embodiment culminates in his later discussions of the
emotions, most explicitly in his 2003 re-visitation of the judgmentalist position
(Solomon 2003). There, he likens the judgments that constitute emotions to embod-
ied skills, citing both Merleau-Ponty and Ryle. He offers kinesthetic judgments as
an analogy. When ascending a stairwell, the body judges the position of the next
step. Most strikingly, he suggests that emotions may involve “judgments of the
body,” a term that anticipates the notion of embodied appraisals. Solomon humbly
acknowledges that the body was underemphasized in his early explorations of
passion, but he importantly keeps the core tenets of those early views intact. He
does not abandon his judgmentalism, but rather fleshes it out, quite literally. The
early work says little about what judgments are, and here, in his most considered
treatment, we find Solomon saying that emotional judgments are somatic in nature.
In other words, Solomon had arrived at something very much like the rapprochement
that I have recommended here.

In late November 2006, I had the privilege of staging a public “debate” about the
emotions with Solomon at the University of Pennsylvania, in his former hometown,
Philadelphia. I came expecting a battle. I nervously anticipated a head-to-head clash
with one of the most sophisticated cognitivists in the world, someone who had
thought about the emotions for decades, a sine qua non for all of us in the field.
I thought I might stand up for James, but also anticipated some bruising, and I was
confident I would learn a lot. The last of these predictions was true, but I was wrong
to expect a fight. As we conversed in that public setting, the differences between
James and Solomon seemed to evaporate, and that was not because Solomon offered
any concessions. He was not one to shy away or back down. Rather, it was because
his theory did not match the caricature I had sketched in my mind. Under Solomon’s
influence, I was prepared to admit that James underestimated the intelligence of
emotions, and Solomon had long appreciated that standard cognitivism underesti-
mated the body. There in Philadelphia, these two titans of emotion theory,
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Solomon and James, found common ground. I came to be a mouthpiece for James,
but that was unnecessary, for Solomon had already incorporated the body, and he
had theorized how we might think with our hearts. I learned other things from
Solomon that weekend, about art and life, and about humility. I saw an intellectual
hero as a human being then, and even grander and more heroic in that capacity.

Acknowledgment My heartfelt thanks to Kathy Higgins for helpful feedback and for involving
me in this celebration of Solomon’s contributions to philosophy.

References

Cannon, W. 1927. The James-Lange theory of emotions: A critical examination and an alternative
theory. American Journal of Psychology 39: 106—124.

Damasio, A.R. 1994. Descartes’ error: Emotion reason and the human brain. New York: Gossett/
Putnam.

James, W. 1884. What is an emotion? Mind 9: 188-205.

Laird, J. 1984. The real role of facial response in the experience of emotion: A reply to Tourangeau
and Ellsworth, and others. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 47: 909-917.

Philippot, P., C. Chapelle, and S. Blairy. 2002. Respiratory feedback in the generation of emotion.
Cognition and Emotion 16: 605-627.

Prinz, J.J. 2004. Gut reactions: A perceptual theory of emotion. New York: Oxford University
Press.

Prinz, J.J. 2005. Are emotions feelings? Journal of Consciousness Studies 12: 9-25.

Prinz, J.J. 2012. The conscious brain: How attention engenders experience. New York: Oxford
University Press.

Solomon, R.C. 1973. Emotions and choice. The Review of Metaphysics 27: 20-41.

Solomon, R.C. 1976. The passions. New York: Doubleday.

Solomon, R.C. 1980. Appendix to “Emotions and choice”. In Explaining emotions, ed. A. Rorty,
271-276. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Solomon, R.C. 2003. Thoughts and feelings: What is a ‘cognitive theory’ of the emotions and does
it neglect affectivity? In Philosophy and the emotions, ed. A. Hatzimoysis, 1-18. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Zajonc, R.B., S.T. Murphy, and M. Inglehart. 1989. Feeling and facial efference: Implications of
the vascular theory of emotion. Psychological Review 96: 395—416.



Chapter 2
Biology and Existentialism

Ronald de Sousa

Abstract Robert Solomon identified himself as an existentialist, but he did not,
unlike some of the key figures associated with that stance, regard it as a reason not
to be keenly interested in scientific approaches to emotions and to human life in
general. Existentialism is actually an entirely appropriate philosophy for one that
takes human beings as biological entities, in which the invention of language results
in conversation, debate, and the consequent creation of new and evolving values.

There would seem to be little in common between existentialism, with its affirmation
of the absolute freedom of human agents, and the biological view of human reality,
with its connotations of determinism, reductionism, and denial of transcendence.
But when both are rightly interpreted the latter can, with suitable qualifications, be
seen as arising from the former. That is my message in a nutshell.

The tremendous breadth of Solomon’s philosophical passions is, of course,
attested by the enormous variety of topics he addressed in his books, teaching, and
articles. More poignantly, it is attested by the fact that he is probably the only person
whose expertise encompassed those of all the contributors to this volume. But it is also
beautifully exhibited in the single so-called “field” I shared with him, the philoso-
phy of emotions. To me, emotions are a great topic not just because emotions are, as
Bob often pointed out, what life is all about, but also because on the theoretical side
the study of emotions encompasses pretty much everything: if you are interested in
nearly everything in philosophy, you will be interested in emotion because that
brings it all in. A look at Bob’s anthology of “classics” in the philosophy of emo-
tions, What is an Emotion (Solomon 2003; first published as Solomon and Calhoun
1984), illustrates this nicely. I am using that book as a teaching tool at the moment,

R. de Sousa (PX)

Department of Philosophy, University of Toronto,

170 St. George Street, #424, Toronto, ON, Canada M5R 2K7
e-mail: sousa@chass.utoronto.ca

K. Higgins and D. Sherman (eds.), Passion, Death, and Spirituality, 15
Sophia Studies in Cross-cultural Philosophy of Traditions and Cultures 1,
DOI 10.1007/978-94-007-4650-3_2, © Springer Science+Business Media Dordrecht 2012



16 R. de Sousa

and I’m again struck with the omnivorous excellence of his selections and the insight
of his brief introductions. Bob is at once deeply sympathetic to the various classical
accounts—Aristotle, Stoics, Descartes, Spinoza, Hume—and lucid in his analysis
of how each needs complementation by the others. Particularly impressive is the
way that Bob managed to assimilate the scientific literature on emotions—from evo-
lutionary theory, anthropology and brain science to psychology—and take stock of its
importance to the philosophical perspective that was most deeply in tune with his
own philosophical temperament, i.e. existentialism.

Many of us will remember Bob’s deeply felt plea for existentialism, not only in
some of his books and articles, but also in the movie Waking Life. I think that through
all the sophistication of a professional philosopher’s life, existentialism remained
his central philosophy of life. Many philosophers nowadays—including me—are
left somewhat embarrassed and uncharacteristically mute when non-philosophers
ask, “You are a philosopher—so what is your philosophy?” Bob’s response, I think
would be unhesitatingly to answer: “I’m an existentialist.”” And in a way, perhaps,
I want to say I am one too, though I feel I sadly lack the credentials. I have always
been more inclined than he was to take a biologically deterministic view. As I will
try to explain, however, one can be a determinist reductionist, (and even a genetic
determinist, which I am not) and still be an existentialist.

It must be acknowledged that the more extreme Sartrian doctrines about freedom
do face some problems exacerbated by findings in neuroscience. Bob Solomon,
unlike Sartre, did not, as far as I know, write philosophy exclusively under the
influence of corydrane; and I think he would have been willing to renounce the lit-
eral interpretation of those more extreme doctrines, because they simply do not
accord with the facts of life. Nevertheless, and this is what I want to argue, I think
that Bob was right to be an existentialist, and that existentialism is not only compatible
with a broadly biological vision of who we are, but a corollary of a certain concep-
tion of our biology.

It is a biological fact about us that we transcend biology.

This appears to be a paradox, and indeed people have taken it to be so. Witness a
review by a prominent intellectual journalist, Leon Wieseltier, of Dennett’s recent
book Breaking the Spell (Dennett 2006), in which he accuses Dennett of contradicting
himself. Wieseltier begins by quoting Dennett:

Like other animals... we have built-in desires to reproduce and to do pretty much whatever

it takes to achieve this goal.... But we also have creeds, and the ability to transcend our
genetic imperatives.

Wieseltier comments: “And then more, in the same fine antideterministic vein:
‘This fact does make us different’” (Wieseltier 2006)

Notice first in passing that the smooth passage from the idea that we are “different”
to the idea of “anti-determinism” is a complete non-sequitur. In the sense intended
by Dennett, “transcendence’ has strictly nothing to do with determinism.

Wieseltier goes on:

Then suddenly there is this: “But it is itself a biological fact, visible to natural science, and

something that requires an explanation from natural science.”... Dennett does not see that
he has taken his humanism back. Why is our independence from biology a fact of biology?
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And if it is a fact of biology, then we are not independent of biology. If our creeds are an
expression of our animality, if they require an explanation from natural science, then we
have not transcended our genetic imperatives. The human difference, in Dennett’s telling, is
a difference in degree, not a difference in kind—a doctrine that may quite plausibly be
called biological reductionism (Wieseltier 2006).

But Wieseltier has entirely missed the point. Let me try to explain the mild
paradox that has apparently stumped the refined literary mind of Dennett’s critic.

In emulation of Bob’s broad-minded interest in everything, including religion,
let me begin by citing Genesis. The story of Genesis is about the expulsion from the
Garden of Eden, earned by Adam and Eve by eating the fruit of the tree of knowl-
edge of right and wrong. We can take the Garden of Eden to be the garden of nature.
To be sure, the study of nature might well dissuade anyone from thinking of it as a
paradise. Nature is better described as an amoral hell. “Red in tooth and claw” is an
understatement: nature was a nasty business long before there was a tooth or a claw
to be reddened. In any case, whatever happens in nature, in all its diversity, is deter-
mined by just one quasi-teleological principle: that is, simply, the reproduction of
patterns. Those patterns are mostly genes; but current controversies about epigenesis,
about developmental systems, and more generally the variety of things that can be
understood to be inherited are entirely irrelevant to the general point that nothing
exists but what has been allowed to pass through the filter of natural selection. What
passes through the filter of natural selection is what has been able in the past to
reproduce. And those, in turn, are abstract patterns, and not individual organisms—
for the simple reason that individual organisms never do survive.

So expulsion from the Garden of Eden represents the break between the natural
teleology of reproduction and the individual teleology that is engendered by the
capacity to create and formulate individual goals. The point is perhaps best con-
veyed by comparing it to something David Velleman wrote, which I first thought
was much the same idea, but which I now think is better described as its converse or
perhaps even its contrary.

On this interpretation, the reason why Adam and Eve weren’t ashamed of their nakedness
at first is not that their anatomy was perfectly subordinate to the will but rather that they
didn’t have an effective will to which their anatomy could be insubordinate. In acquiring the
idea of making choices contrary to the demands of their instincts, however, they would have
gained, not only the effective capacity to make those choices, but also the realization that
their bodies might obey their instincts instead, thus proving insubordinate to their newly
activated will. Hence the knowledge that would have activated their will could also have
opened their eyes to the possibility of that bodily recalcitrance which Augustine identified
as the occasion of their shame (Velleman 2001: 34).

I think this is the converse rather than a parallel to the point I’'m making, because
what I want to stress is not the discovery of the body’s recalcitrance to the will, but
of the will’s recalcitrance in the face of the demands of the genes. As I see it,
the body and the will are, or ought to be, on the same side, against the tyranny of
the genes. And the way I see it, the capacity to form projects that might undermine the
genes’ replication is the first existential moment. Velleman might be right, at some
allegorical level, about the genesis of shame; but I would rather see the expulsion
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from the Garden as a moment of triumph. From the moment Adam and Eve stepped
out of the Garden, we were destined to invent birth control, democracy and
individualism.

The capacity to form individual goals is originally part of our biological inheri-
tance. It constitutes what Keith Stanovich (2004) has referred to as long-leashed
methods of serving the reproductive imperative. But the important point comes with
the development of language, and perhaps, as Daniel Gilbert (2006) has argued,
very specifically with the capacity to imagine the future. The ability to think explic-
itly about one’s individual and collective future is entirely different from the capacity
of desiring something, despite the fact that satisfaction of a desire is always in the
future. With explicit deliberation, thought and emotion are no longer confined to the
functional role they play in disposing the body to serve the replication of genes.
They are now in the service of individual goals. But those individual goals are not
elaborated by individuals in isolation: rather—and this is why language is essential—
they result from the elaboration of values in discussion and confrontation. That, in
a nutshell, is how it comes to be that it is a biological fact that we can transcend
biology. Or to put that in different terms—though I'll take some of this back in a
moment—it can be argued that the core doctrine of existentialism, that in humans
existence precedes essence, can be seen to follow from biological fact.

To get into a bit more detail about how this works, let me return to the emotions,
and to Bob. For this whole drama of the subversion and enactment of biological
destiny at the level of individual choice is played out principally on the stage of our
emotional life.

When I first encountered Bob’s work, it was through the bracing shock of
his doctrine about emotion and choice, in his paper of that name (Solomon 1973).
As so often happens with the most fruitful philosophical paradoxes, the cascade of
paradoxes that Bob dared to put forward in that early paper generates some deep
truths.

Solomon claims in that paper that we are responsible for our emotions; that emotions
are judgments, and that emotions are chosen. The cascade of paradoxes starts with
the first assertion, continues in the tension between the latter two claims, and is
heightened by the fact that both the latter claims individually seem counterintuitive.
So there are three paradoxical assertions:

1. Some judgments are chosen.
2. Emotions are chosen.
3. Emotions are judgments.

Let me take these one by one.

1. Judgments, it would seem, are not voluntary, and so cannot be chosen. It is only
in very special circumstances that we can make sense of the idea that we “choose
to believe” something. When we do speak of “choosing to believe,” that phrase
is usually intended as some sort of idiom or figure of speech that is not intended
to be taken literally. Thus ‘I choose to believe what you say’ usually means that
I don’t believe it but that I will act, for the moment, as if I did. And ‘I can’t
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believe it’ usually means that I do believe it, but find it surprising. For most
ordinary beliefs, choosing to believe is not an option.

But there is something one can say in favor of the first paradoxical claim.
It goes back to Descartes, the first existentialist, who thought the will could out-
strip the understanding, and sought by that doctrine to let God off the hook and
show that humans were to blame for their own mistakes. And I think that in a
way that is right. If I am (reasonably or unreasonably) convinced that p is true,
I cannot not believe it. But that is not because I cannot believe at will. For in this
case I do will to believe it. What the case shows is that although I can believe at
will, I cannot want at will. But that’s enough to blame me, if the fact that I am doing
what I want is a sufficient condition of being responsible for what I have done.

2. The second point applies specifically to the kinds of evaluative judgments to
which Solomon assimilates emotions. Where choosing to believe is not an option,
choosing to assert something of which one is less than certain may indeed be a
choice. And Solomon’s insight, inspired by Sartre, is precisely that in many cases
having an emotion is more like choosing to assert something than choosing to
believe it. For various more or less Machiavellian reasons, we may commit our-
selves to an expression of emotion, and by so doing—that much seems right about
William James’s equally paradoxical yet opposite doctrine—we bring it about
that we really experience the emotion. But in some sense we did it on purpose.

3. So what of the doctrine that emotions are judgments? Of all the doctrines
Solomon asserted, this is probably the one that has been subjected to the heaviest
criticism. Several of the heaviest hitters are in this volume, and I wouldn’t pre-
sume to go over the same ground. I will mention only one more recent essay in
the new (and to some still suspect) field of “neuroethics.” The essay in question
is by Adina Roskies, who provides a very neat demonstration of the relevance of
fMRI evidence to the question of what she calls “ethical internalism” (Roskies
2006). Ethical internalism is, I think, more or less equivalent to the view that you
cannot really believe that p, where p is an evaluative judgment, without some
degree of commitment to behavior consonant with the judgment. No evidence
can, of course prove that this is true, since it is partly a matter of what counts as
endorsing such a judgment. But the brain evidence shows that all other features
of what are normally called belief or judgment are present in cases where the
behavioral commitment is entirely lacking. If the judgment is intact in every
other way when the presence of certain differences in brain response indicates a
lack of motivation, it simply begs the question to claim that a judgment without
motivation was not “really” endorsed.

Still, T think the claim that emotions are judgments is an important insight.
Judgments are elaborated in the crucible of discussion and debate; and to the extent
that emotions are belief dependent, they too, however much they have their roots in
biology, are products both of culture and of the individual stories in which each per-
son’s repertoire has been forged. The thought was well expressed by Catherine Lutz:

Talk about emotions is simultaneously talk about society—about power and politics,
about kinship and marriage, about normality and deviance.... The calling up of a scenario
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by the speaker of emotion words is done in particular contexts for particular ends, to
negotiate aspects of social reality and to create that reality. (Lutz 1988, quoted in Solomon
2003: 144, 147).

Some of the central ideas, or better, attitudes of existentialism can be seen as
fitting “naturally”—the word is apt—into a biological perspective. But I don’t want
to go too far. I remain committed to a fundamentally biological picture of our indi-
vidual destinies. It was Heraclitus, I think, who first said character is destiny.
We have all known people whose lives were blighted by certain traits of character
that restricted their own vision of the choices available to them. It is one thing to
make choices that one will regret, another to be devoid of acceptable alternatives;
but perhaps most tragic of all is to be prevented from seeing that right before one is
an alternative that might provide a way out of the impasse. Circumstances always
constrain, of course, as well as afford opportunities. This leads to a more tragic ver-
sion of the failure of self-fulfillment, in that an observer constantly has the impres-
sion that the solution to her friend’s problem is right before her eyes. Like a spectator
of classic tragedy, one is moved to shout warnings and advice, but the actor is behind
a fourth wall and cannot hear us in her rush to perdition.

A surprising amount is becoming known, for example, about the path from genes
through neurotransmitters to the temperamental dispositions measured by the five
“dimensions” of personality theory: extraversion, conscientiousness, neuroticism,
openness, and agreeableness. As noted in a recent issue of New Scientist, each of
these five independent dimensions of personality varies along a continuum, so that
together they generate a vast five-dimensional space, an array of points each of
which is highly predictive of the probable responses of persons at each point in that
space. But none of these predictions is ever likely to amount to more than a statistical
probability.

The very same thing is true if we entirely discard the notion of character. Consider
the provocative claims made by Doris (2002) on the basis of such research as
Milgram’s obedience experiments or the “good Samaritan” experiment (Darley and
Batson 1973). These are adduced as evidence for the claim that circumstances, not
character, determine responses. But in both cases what is shown is not that there is
no variance, but that one prediction is a better bet than another. That leaves, in the
Milgram experiment, over 30% of subjects who did not conform to the situationist
prediction, and at least 10% of subjects whose behavior could not be explained by
their situation in the Darley and Batson experiment. The right conclusion, we should
perhaps infer, is not that there is no such thing as character, but that character is rare.
But we knew that, come to think of it, without benefit of psychology or neurosci-
ence. And we have already seen that character is in the same boat: only probabilities
are warranted, not certain predictions.

Should we then claim, like modern “soft determinists” and Lucretius before
them, that the leeway allowed by those statistical generalizations constitutes the
interstices of determinism, the narrow space within which free will benefits from
indeterminism? I do not believe it for a moment: for like Hume I believe that the
space left open by determinism is merely that of randomness or chance, and there-
fore wholly unhelpful to the seeker of a home for free will.
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And yet, I still think that the “merely statistical” character of the predictability
afforded by social science does make room for the spirit of existentialism. This is
because it is predictability and not determinism that is relevant to the Sartrean
paradox that we are “condemned to be free.” In the absence of ironclad predictability,
we have no recourse but to decide, and we have no way of approaching decision
other than by deliberating. Deliberation involves thinking through consequences,
which in turn consists in imagining and reasoning about outcomes. As Daniel Gilbert
rightly says in his recent book, the distinguishing essence of the human species is its
capacity to think about the future. That, in normal circumstances, is done commu-
nally, by debating, disputing, arguing, and confronting one’s individual emotional
responses to those of our fellow humans. And that, as I have suggested, is what has
allowed us to escape from the nightmare of Eden, and become human; but we need
to concede that we have not all escaped, and that none of us have escaped entirely.
Not everyone can be an existentialist. Bob was lucky to be more fully one than most.
Lucky, too, were those who both chanced to meet him and enjoyed just the right
temperament to benefit from his teaching and example.
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Chapter 3

Between Existentialism and the Human
Sciences: Solomon’s Cognitive Theory
of the Emotions

David Sherman

Abstract This paper critically articulates the evolution of Solomon’s claim that we
choose our emotions and are responsible for them, which was one of the principal
ideas in his thought. Solomon’s early existential account of the emotions held this
view in an unqualified manner, and in this way it went beyond even Sartre’s view of
the emotions, despite the latter’s notorious commitment to the idea of absolute free-
dom and responsibility. It is argued that, as with Sartre’s position, Solomon’s early
position suffered from an indeterminacy problem. As his thought evolved, Solomon
interrogated his earlier position in terms of the work that was being done in biological
psychology and anthropology, and the latter in particular prompted him to modify
it. Thus, he began to privilege the idea of emotional integrity, which subsumed his
freedom and responsibility claim. It is argued that with this move, Solomon adopted
a form of social constructivism that was not sufficiently critical in nature. Yet, it is
ultimately argued, Solomon’s work is best understood as emphasizing the impera-
tives of the practical standpoint, which necessarily presupposes both freedom and
responsibility, and that his work constitutes a warning to a culture that is in the
process of falsifying both.

Robert Solomon was a gifted philosopher and a remarkable human being. There are,
no doubt, other philosophers about whom this could be said, but what made Solomon
particularly unique was the way in which his philosophical approach and his per-
sonal character mutually informed one another. Born with a severely defective heart
that threatened to end his life at virtually any time (and ultimately did), he not only
refused to let this illness define him but also (with the possible exception of minimal
prudence) refused to capitulate to it in any way. Such a position, in the face of
the dismal prognosis that the medical sciences were offering, dovetails nicely with
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the existentialist tenets that he embraced, and these tenets, in turn, constituted the
underpinnings of his so-called cognitive approach to the philosophy of emotion,
which in the early 1970s was nothing short of groundbreaking. As is well known, it
was Solomon’s early view that we choose our emotions and are responsible for
them; and, although he later hedged his bets by virtue of the latest findings in bio-
logical psychology and cultural anthropology, it was a view from which he never
retreated. For more than 30 years, some variation on the idea that we are responsible
for our emotions was one of the principal ideas in his thought.

Although, broadly speaking, I agree with Solomon’s account of the emotions,
namely, that they are a cognitive, evaluative, and intentional phenomenon for which
we are responsible, I do not buy into it unreservedly. In particular, I have certain
concerns relating to the foundations of his claim that we are responsible for our
emotions (the “responsibility thesis”). I shall proceed by tracking the movement of
Solomon’s thought in terms of his commitment to the responsibility thesis, and in
the process I shall address certain problems that the particulars of his account raise.
Along the way, I also intend to consider a few other problems in the philosophy
of emotion that have a direct bearing on his account, and I hope to address these
problems in a manner that is reasonably consistent with the spirit (if not always the
letter) of it.

To understand Solomon’s account of the emotions it is necessary to begin with
its existentialist underpinnings. Two of Sartre’s works in particular, The Emotions:
Outline of a Theory and Being and Nothingness, clearly had a powerful impact on
Solomon’s thought. A third work, Heidegger’s Being and Time, also played an
important, although less obvious, role, for aside from Heidegger’s influence on
Sartre, in one important respect Solomon implicitly does an end run on Sartre to
draw on Heidegger more directly.

In The Emotions, Sartre attacks the psychological theories of James, Janet, and
Freud, and mostly for the same reason: James’ physiological view that emotions are
only the feelings experienced by virtue of certain changes in one’s bodily state,
Janet’s behavioral view that emotions are to be understood in terms of organized
(although inferior) behaviors adopted in response to setbacks, and Freud’s psycho-
analytic view that emotions result from repressed drives (what Solomon calls “the
hydraulic model”), all assume a third-person, scientific standpoint that views
emotions in causal terms. For Sartre they all fail to address what an emotion means
for consciousness, and therefore fail to capture the essence of the phenomenon.
Equipped with Husserl’s phenomenology (albeit while rejecting certain crucial
Husserlian commitments, such as the concept of the transcendental ego), Sartre
maintains that emotions are not passively undergone but are conscious, intentional,
meaningful acts that are meant to bring about specific ends. Crucially, Sartre makes
abundantly clear, as does Solomon later on, that emotions usually start as unreflective
acts of consciousness and that they usually do not leave the unreflective plane.
Neither the “I”” (empirical ego) that constitutes the emotion nor the intentional object
that is the occasion for the emotion is explicitly thematized: to be unreflective is to
be conscious “non-thetically,” a position that Sartre will subsequently flesh out in
Being and Nothingness. Thus, contrary to the charge that is often brought against
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cognitive approaches to the emotions, an emotion need not be propositional in
nature (although, as an evaluative judgment, it will have an underlying propositional
content).

Despite these breakthroughs, Solomon thinks that Sartre does not go far enough
in The Emotions. In particular, he rejects Sartre’s claim that emotions are “magical
transformations of the world,” which means that they are ways of coping with the
world when the ends that one wants to bring about cannot be realized in an instru-
mentally rational fashion. When confronted with a recalcitrant world, conscious-
ness “magically” transforms itself and the world to relieve the stress of unfulfilled
desires. According to Solomon, however, emotions are not merely degraded ways of
interacting with the world that result from reconstituting it when the chips are down:
among other things, they are qualitatively broader in scope and they are world
constituting as an initial matter. Solomon’s move here, as I shall discuss momen-
tarily, is made possible by Heidegger’s account of moods, as Solomon himself will
acknowledge.

In the meantime, however, there is another important point to be made: in The
Emotions, Sartre’s description of the emotions consistently includes a bodily com-
ponent. He says that “consciousness, plunged into this magical world, draws the
body along with it, insofar as the body is belief,” and that “in emotion it is the body
which, directed by consciousness, changes its relations with the world in order that
the world may change its qualities” (Sartre 1976: 86, 61). Accordingly, in his analyses
of particular emotions, such as fear and sadness (and, indeed, the phenomenon of
“sour grapes”), he invariably offers rich phenomenological descriptions of the vari-
ous bodily changes that take place with the onset of the emotion. Sartre’s rejection
of Descartes’s substance dualism is already clearly in evidence, and he seems to
think that there is an inextricable relationship between the kinds of intentional,
evaluative judgments that constitute the emotions and bodily feelings, which is a
relationship that, at least early on, Solomon clearly rejects. I shall consider this
shortly, but Solomon is surely right to reject the overly rationalistic premise that
underlies Sartre’s account of the emotions here, namely, the idea that emotions
distort our perception of the way the world actually is, which suggests that it can
otherwise be objectively perceived in its brute, mind-independent givenness.
Although Sartre will more or less reject this position in Being and Nothingness, it is
not clear to me that his masterwork will have all that much of an impact on his
understanding of the emotions themselves.

Unlike Sartre, whose account of the emotions is limited in scope and suggests
that emotions are degraded cognitive forms that reconstitute an otherwise objectively
perceivable world to resolve psychic tensions, Heidegger’s account of moods
appears to accord with two of Solomon’s own deeply held commitments: they are
broader in scope (indeed, they are universal inasmuch as all individuals, or, as
Heidegger puts it, Dasein, are in some mood or other) and they do not reflect a
deviation from a more objective way of perceiving the world but are the condition
of cognitively opening up the world to us as an initial matter. Even pure scientific
inquiry, which presupposes the independent existence of the objects to be investi-
gated, depends on a prior mood that attunes us to the world in this particular way.
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However, given Solomon’s commitments, Heidegger’s account of moods falls short in
at least two respects. First, unlike emotions, moods do not have a particular object, but
are generalized ways in which the world is apprehended. Depending on the mood, the
world itself can appear fearsome, hostile, or rich with possibilities. Second, by virtue
of Heidegger’s virulently anti-subjectivist orientation, moods are not private, inner
mental states or feelings but are public in nature: the mood of the collective (crudely,
what Heidegger calls das Man) is the primary phenomenon, and an individual’s mood
more or less directly derives from it, albeit perhaps with certain peculiar variations by
virtue of one’s particular social role or personal experiences. This account, notwith-
standing its promise in certain respects, leaves little room for the robust account of the
emotions that Solomon pursues, since one’s emotions would appear to be little more
than a function of the public mood, and the public mood, in turn, is something for
which no one in particular is responsible. Still, what is crucial about Heidegger’s con-
ception of moods is that it opens the door to Solomon’s contention that emotions
are world constituting in nature, as Solomon himself subsequently acknowledges: “In
The Passions, 1... developed a (quasi-Heideggerian) notion of what I call surreality”
(Solomon 2003: 20).

Now, more than any other single work, it is Sartre’s Being and Nothingness, with
its unrelenting commitment to absolute freedom and responsibility, that is the source
from which Solomon takes his early cues. In Being and Nothingness, Sartre offers a
phenomenologically driven ontology to ground this commitment, but the book
raises a number of questions for Solomon’s thesis, two of which I shall discuss here.
First, Being and Nothingness mentions the emotions only once, and it does not care-
fully consider them at all. Roughly speaking, Sartre offers an expansive conception
of the Self that implicitly includes but substantially transcends the emotional
consciousness with which he had previously dealt. If I understand his position
correctly, Solomon views some subset of the myriad commitments that constitute
the self—commitments that go to what we love, hate, or envy, or what angers,
embarrasses, shames or depresses us—as emotions, and they are emotions whether
or not we have particular bodily feelings with respect to them at any particular
moment. I shall suggest that Solomon does not need to uncouple bodily feelings
from the emotion to make good the commitment that ultimately motivates him here.
Second, and more importantly, I shall argue that the conception of the self that
Sartre provides raises serious problems for Solomon’s responsibility thesis, or at
least to the extent it draws on Being and Nothingness. And, to the extent it does not,
Solomon is still left with the problem of explaining the basis on which he attributes
Sartrean-like responsibility for our emotions.

What Solomon rightly finds so troubling about James’s feelings-based theory of
the emotions is that it loses the intentional, evaluative character of the emotion.
According to James, “T am sad because I cry,” but, as most philosophers who work
in this field are now inclined to say, I am sad not because I cry but because I find
some state of affairs in the world saddening (irrespective of whether they are sad-
dening because I find them sad, as Solomon contends, or I am sad because they are
saddening, which, as I understand it, is Ronald de Sousa’s position). Indeed, I might
well be sad about this state of affairs without crying at all. My sadness might be
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reflected in an entirely different set of underlying biological changes, which do not
give rise to tears but to a different set of bodily feelings, and, at least in terms of the
way in which we conventionally use the term, I might be sad without any perceiv-
able changes in my underlying biological state at all. Without perceivable changes,
I do not have feelings, and therefore on a feelings-based account I do not have an
emotion. This is the position that Solomon rejects. Crucially, however, this position,
depending on how it is pitched, does not have to be understood in James’s terms. It
surely is not inconsistent to claim that an evaluative judgment with respect to a state
of affairs in the world and a consequent set of bodily feelings are both necessary
conditions of an emotion. Understood in this way, an emotion comes about with
bodily feelings that arose from evaluative judgments of a certain type. This seems
to be Sartre’s position in The Emotions, and, albeit with refinements, it is a position
that can be maintained without too much damage to Solomon’s account.
Solomon’s rejection of the idea that emotions essentially include feelings seems to
be motivated by his view that the necessary preconditions for emotions so understood
are thereby given short shrift, and in this respect I think that he is right. Those philoso-
phers who identify emotions with feelings but recognize that there is more to the story
than James allows frequently lump together the necessary conditions for the feeling
under the label “disposition,” but this does not capture the importance of these
so-called dispositions or their relationship to what is deemed the emotion proper.
Thus, Solomon says that it is strange to argue that love is not really an emotion, but
rather only a disposition to have emotions, because there are no peculiarly short-term
physiological responses that correspond to it. “Many emotions are enduring pro-
cesses,” and one is not in an ongoing state of arousal throughout these processes:
“Long-term love, ‘simmering’ resentment, and ‘cold,” vengeful anger seem to me to
be cases in which the presumption that all emotions are episodic is extremely doubtful.”
To say that these are only dispositions, Solomon holds, “is outrageous to common
sense and trivializes the role of human emotions in human psychology, motivation,
and life... Many of the emotions, especially the more morally interesting ones, are
processes... and they are processes within which we make various choices and thus
have considerable control” (Solomon 2003: 202-203). This captures the crux of
Solomon’s complaint, and as against those philosophers who view everything prior to
the actual feeling (and therefore emotion) as a mere prelude, he has a good point.
But it seems to me that the nub of the problem here is that we have an impover-
ished language for characterizing the diverse phenomena that are potentially sub-
sumable under the term “emotion,” which is stretched too thin in its conventional
usage and is compressed too much even by those philosophers who equate an emotion
with a feeling but will grant that evaluative judgments are dispositions that constitute
a necessary precondition for the feeling. From a phenomenological standpoint,
neither one of these positions will do. On the one hand, subsuming “cold, vengeful
anger” and hot, blood-boiling, head-pounding anger under “emotion” (or perhaps
even “anger”’) does not sufficiently capture the palpable differences between these
two phenomena; on the other hand, depicting bodily feelings as the essence of an
emotion with little more than a perfunctory nod in the direction of so-called disposi-
tions does not sufficiently capture the way in which these phenomena are unified.
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To use Solomon’s phrase, an emotion (however it is ultimately defined) ought to
be understood in terms of an “enduring process,” and resolving the question of what
an “emotion” is or at what point in this process we ought to slap on this label should
be deemed less important than offering a highly nuanced analysis that both differ-
entiates and unifies the various stages that go into constituting it. Under these
circumstances, the cost to Solomon’s account of viewing an emotion strictly in
terms of bodily feelings that arise from evaluative judgments may be little more
than a terminological one, since a proper understanding of the world-constituting,
world-orienting, meaning-conferring nature of those phenomena that do not rise to
feelings but that Solomon and folk psychology were only too willing to call an emo-
tion will have been achieved. It seems to me, moreover, that such a move actually
supports Solomon’s later moves.

During his last years, Solomon entertained the possibility that emotions might
necessarily include certain feelings (see Solomon 2007: 232-244). Indeed, in “What
is a ‘Cognitive Theory’ of the Emotions, and Does it Neglect Affectivity?,” he
acknowledges that “there are feelings, ‘affects’ if you like, critical to emotion, [b]ut
they are not distinct from cognition or judgment, and they are not mere ‘readouts’
of processes going on in the body” (Solomon 2003: 192). With this statement,
Solomon brings feelings into his account of the emotions without compromising his
cognitive position. However, if he does not make the kinds of fine-grained distinc-
tions to which I have referred (i.e., distinguishing the various stages that go into
forming an emotion even if the emotion itself only arises with the feeling), then his
commitment to the longer term aspects of the process could well get lost in the
shuffle. To the extent that Solomon understands emotions in terms of “enduring
processes,” one can love, hate, or resent someone or something over a prolonged
period of time without having this love, hate, or resentment manifest itself in an
ongoing feeling, but if feelings are tethered to emotions, then the sorts of long term
“emotions” (by whatever name) to which he is committed would tend to fall out of
the story for the very reasons that motivate his attack on those who speak of these
processes as mere dispositions.

The theoretical commitments that underlie Solomon’s account of the emotions,
and thus furnish the basis for his responsibility thesis, are themselves explained by
the way in which he demarcates the relationship between the emotions and the Self.
For Solomon, the emotions constitute neither irruptions into the Self nor even accre-
tions to the Self; more fundamentally, the emotions are in large part the building
blocks of the Self. As he says in The Passions: “The Self of concern is something
more than [the facts used to describe it]; it, too, is surreal, constituted by us according
to our values and interests... Every emotion is an act of self-creation, and the nature
of emotion will remain incomprehensible without a theory of Self as background”
(Solomon 1976: 84). As is the case with Sartre, while Solomon will have no truck
with Heidegger’s anti-subjectivist bent, his theory of the Self is nevertheless indebted
to Heidegger to the extent that the substantive characteristics of the Self (as for
Heidegger’s Dasein) are drawn wholly from one’s world and it is the emotionally
valenced Self (like Heidegger’s moods) that orients one to the world as an initial
matter. The Self, in other words, is the most basic organizing principle: it structures
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one’s perceptual field and it provides the reasons that prompt reflection. This is why
Solomon speaks in terms of the surreality of the Self, which implies that the Self
performs the same function for both him and for Sartre as (public) moods performed
for Heidegger. In one vital respect, however, Solomon seems to side with Heidegger
over Sartre: while Sartre, still committed to some variation of Husserl’s phenome-
nological reduction, retains a standpoint from which to bracket the Self, Solomon
does not. And while Sartre is unable to offer an adequate account of how this is
done, which raises serious problems for his theory of the Self and, finally, his absolute
freedom and responsibility thesis, his failure is instructive for making sense of the
problems confronting Solomon’s own responsibility thesis.

In The Emotions, Sartre says that there are only two ways in which conscious-
ness can disengage itself from an emotion: “Freedom has to come from a purifying
reflection or a total disappearance of the affecting situation” (Sartre 1976: 79). In
terms of the question of agency, it is only the first that is germane, and as to it he
further states: “The purifying reflection of the phenomenological reduction can per-
ceive the emotion insofar as it constitutes the world in a magical form,” although
“ordinarily, we direct upon the emotive consciousness an accessory reflection
which certainly perceives consciousness as consciousness, but insofar as it is moti-
vated by the object” (Sartre 1976: 91).

Just as Sartre applies the distinction between a purifying reflection and an acces-
sory reflection to the emotions in The Emotions, he applies this distinction to the
Self in Being and Nothingness. Crucially, however, despite the fact that the Self is
the emotional consciousness’s putative successor, there is a basic structural differ-
ence: while an emotional consciousness is a corrupted form of consciousness, which
implies there is a standpoint for the kind of (purifying) reflection that would enable
consciousness to unshackle itself, the Self (like a mood, although originating with
the individual) is omnipresent and a fundamental structure of our being. Thus, it is
by no means clear from what standpoint a (purifying) reflection can get the traction
to enable consciousness to call the Self that fundamentally orients it to the world
into question. When he was confronted with this problem, Sartre acknowledged
it and provided nothing more by way of clarification (“Is it possible to pass from
an immediate consciousness to pure reflection? I know nothing about it...” (Sartre
1967: 142)).

Furthermore, on Sartre’s theory, the Self, which is chosen early in one’s life, is
the result of an “initial choice,” and this choice of oneself structures the field in
which one’s secondary and tertiary projects arise. Now, crucially, Sartre claims that
this choice of oneself, as well as any subsequent choice of oneself that would
supplant it (as a result of the inexplicable purifying reflection) is not based on
reasons but on a spontaneous choice of oneself that is free precisely because it is
made without reasons. This spontaneous choice is the ground not only of the Self
but also, derivatively, every choice that follows from it, which is to say every choice
that a person makes. With this theory of the Self, the absolute freedom and respon-
sibility thesis remains ungrounded: we are free and responsible because of a spon-
taneous choice of one’s Self for which the Self itself cannot be held responsible
precisely it is what gives rise to the Self as an initial matter. In sum, then, all reflection
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would seem to be accessory, which means that all reflection is instrumental because
it is trapped within the hierarchy of the Self’s purposes, and to the extent a choice
of one’s Self is possible, the choice is made spontaneously and for no reason,
which is exactly why it is deemed free. The basis for the kind of meaningful self-
determination that the idea of absolute freedom and responsibility implies is
nowhere to be found.

Now, Solomon’s theory of the Self includes neither the concept of a purifying
reflection nor the concept of an initial choice, and, given the problems that these
concepts present, this is all to the good. Nevertheless, these concepts, even though
they fail, reflect Sartre’s attempt to furnish the basis for his absolute freedom and
responsibility thesis and for a supporting theory of the Self. If Solomon’s responsi-
bility thesis is to be properly grounded, as the passage previously quoted from The
Passions indicates it must (“‘every emotion is an act of self-creation, and the nature
of emotion will remain incomprehensible without a theory of Self as background”),
it is necessary for him to articulate such a theory, and on this count he seems to
be of two minds: Earlier in The Passions, on the heels of his claim that a theory of
the Self is required, Solomon emphasizes the fact that the Self is intersubjectively
constituted, which, although largely true, does little to make sense of his robust
responsibility thesis (see Solomon 1976: 83—107). For Heidegger and Sartre, in
fact, this is the basis for the existential problem to which only the hazy concept
of authenticity is the solution. Alternatively, in the final chapter of The Passions,
“Self-Overcoming,” Solomon emphasizes the demands of the practical standpoint,
which I think is a more promising approach because it indicates why we must see
ourselves as responsible for our emotions (i.e., why the vocabulary that goes along
with the concept of emotional responsibility is not an optional one). Yet, this cannot
ground the concept of emotional responsibility either, for it only enjoins us to act
“as if,” and even this injunction ultimately refers back to the society that would
enable one to explicate it in these terms. And, finally, even if Solomon could
offer some functional equivalent of the purifying reflection and a supporting theory
of the Self, the problem that plagued Sartre’s theory, that there are no reasons for
the ultimate choice to which all other choices refer (i.e., the choice of the Self),
would still remain. Under these circumstances, any meaningful sense of personal
responsibility (emotional or otherwise) goes by the wayside, which reflects the
limitations of a theory of the emotions that would ground itself exclusively in the exis-
tentialist approach.

During the 1980s and 1990s, Solomon further developed his existential theory of
the emotions by considering its relationship to the latest research findings in cultural
anthropology and biology (neurobiology and evolutionary biology), which led him
to modify his theory with some degree of frequency. As early as 1980, he acknow-
ledges that he had spoken “far too little about the sociocultural determinations
of emotions” (Solomon 2003: 22); and, later on, he cautions that although the
new research in neurobiology sacrifices the humanistic perspective with which his
own approach to the emotions is concerned, this does not “mean that we can or
should ignore the insights that this new research can provide to our understanding”
(Solomon 2007: 5).
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Although mediating his existential theory of the emotions by sociocultural
and biological considerations forced Solomon to temper his responsibility thesis,
I would argue that it was beneficial for two reasons: First, it prompts him to move
beyond the indeterminacy problem that, at least implicitly, had plagued his earlier
view. Biological and sociocultural determinations would now furnish the stuff that
would help to make explainable whatever it is that we might mean by the idea of
choosing one’s Self. Second, and far more importantly, any viable account of free-
dom (not to mention any account that we would want to adopt in order to make
sense of self-determination) cannot understand freedom in terms of “no reasons at
all,” even if this means that existentialism’s conception of freedom must be deflated.
This seems to me to be fairly close to self-evident. The genuine problem is not
maintaining an untrammeled account of freedom in the face of these sociocultural
and biological determinations, but rather retaining any reasonably robust account of
freedom at all, which many philosophers who take their cues from natural scientists
and social scientists are inclined to bury in any form. To retain some qualified version
of the responsibility thesis, Solomon would have to navigate between the Scylla of
existentialism and the Charybdis of the human sciences (whether in the form of
psychobiological reductionism or social constructivism).

With respect to his account of the relationship between biology (neurobiology
and evolutionary psychology) and his existential theory of the emotions, I think that
Solomon mainly got it right. Biologically-based arguments concerning the emo-
tions have frequently arisen within the context of the claim that there are universal
emotions and that from this it follows there are basic (i.e., innate) emotions. But, as
Solomon indicates, proponents of this view glide too quickly over the fact that these
characterizations do not amount to the same thing: even if an emotion could be
shown to be universal, it does not follow that it is basic, since it might arise due to
the common conditions and circumstances of human life. (Conversely, even if there
are basic emotions, it does not follow that they are also universal, since they might
not be reflected in every culture by virtue of the particularities of its form of life.)
Yet, more fundamentally, Solomon attacks evolutionary and neurological accounts
because, as he puts it, both tend toward a “debilitating reductionism” that obfuscates
the complex nature of the emotions: “An emotion is a holistic phenomenon, and any
exclusive emphasis on one aspect or another tends to distort the phenomena under
investigation. This is what reductionism tends to do, cognitive reductionism as well
as biological reductionism” (Solomon 2003: 131-32).

As to those who offer an evolutionary account of the emotions, Solomon rightly
asserts that the evidence they ordinarily adduce in support of their claim that emo-
tions are the result of adaption is not conclusive, given that this evidence is generally
consistent with other types of explanation. Thus, even if evolutionary psychology is
somehow able to show that different cultures really do have the same emotion
despite superficial differences, which is initially required to make good the univer-
sality condition, it is still ordinarily not in a position to juggle out all explanations
that might be, at least in part, cultural in nature. There are always competing cultural
narratives that would call into question the claim that certain emotions are geneti-
cally wired, which means that even if an emotion has evolved over time, it could be
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due to cultural selection rather than natural selection. (Aside from being an object
lesson on “morality,” I think that Nietzsche’s account of “the last man” in Thus
Spoke Zarathustra is designed to poke fun at this confusion, for it would seem that
nature selects for thoroughgoing mediocrity: not too smart, not too passionate, not too
courageous, not too adventurous, and a blinkered moderation in all things but modera-
tion itself.) Finally, even if in theory the claim that certain basic emotions are the result
of adaption is right, there is still the epistemic question of how one could identify such
emotions, for “we have never met a raw, unembellished, basic emotion, one not cov-
ered over with the trappings of culture and experience” (Solomon 2003: 118).

This epistemic question applies equally to those who would offer a neurobiological
account of the emotions, which contends that basic emotions are in some sense
“prewired” in all human beings (thus meeting the universality requirement).
Accordingly, Solomon references with approval those philosophers who emphasize
the brain’s plasticity, for even conceptually this calls into question the possibility of
neatly separating the neurological and cultural contributions to an emotion. While
clearly acknowledging that biology makes a crucial contribution to the emotions,
Solomon rejects the “avocado-pear” model of emotion, which holds that all emo-
tions include a basic neurological core plus some cognition. Changing the direction
of a question that was once asked by James to accent the fundamental role of affect
in emotion, he asks: “Once you subtract cognition and culture from an emotion,
what is left?,” and to this he responds “the answer is nothing, or at any rate nothing
that would be identifiable as an emotion” (Solomon 2003: 133).

Solomon rightly rejects biological reductionism, but, at least with respect to the
question of basic emotions, it seems to me (and I might well be wrong here) that he
equivocates as to whether any scientific inquiries along these lines are useful. On
the one hand, he asserts that “the notion of ‘basic emotions’ is neither meaningless
nor so straightforward as its critics and defenders respectively argue, but it is historical
and culturally situated and serves very different purposes in different contexts,
including different research contexts”; on the other hand, he asserts that “the ques-
tion is not only whether there are any such basic building blocks of emotion but also
whether the search for them distorts rather than furthers our understanding of the
emotions” (Solomon 2003: 123, 118).

I wholeheartedly agree with Solomon’s first claim. All inquiries into basic emo-
tions are socioculturally mediated, and, moreover, the different perspectives from which
such inquiries are undertaken have different purposes that must be kept straight.
(When these purposes are not kept straight difficulties can arise, such as occurred
with the reception of E. O. Wilson’s early work in sociobiology.) It is Solomon’s
second claim, which I think builds from the first, that concerns me. The fact of
sociocultural mediation undoubtedly complicates matters, but in spite of the
epistemic challenges this fact creates, challenges that are surely not limited to this
area, the search for basic emotions, properly qualified, cannot help but further our
understanding of the emotions. More importantly, like Solomon, my concern is
mainly with “basic emotions as a moral category,” and I think that scientific inqui-
ries into basic emotions are important even in this regard. Solomon acknowledges
that there are some experiential phenomena, such as panic, rage, and the startle
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response, that are “hardwired,” but he refuses to call these emotions, and appropri-
ately so. However, as I indicated earlier when discussing whether feelings should be
considered an essential part of an emotion, I think that what is involved here is a
terminological difference that needs to be transcended by a more nuanced analysis.
Even if panic, rage, and the startle response do not rise to the level of an “emotion”
strictly defined, they are arguably the forerunners of the emotions, and as such are
not without their ethical implications; indeed, while the argument is a tricky one,
and surely not one that I want to attempt here, I would suggest that because these
forerunners of the emotions seem to be not only basic but also universal, they might
get a kind of normative traction that full blown emotions, by virtue of their seeming
cultural relativity, do not. For this reason, I disagree with Solomon’s claim that basic
emotions should be viewed only as those emotions that are basic to a particular
culture due to the role they play in it (see Solomon 2003: 138—141).

This claim would seem to crack, if not altogether open, the door to social con-
structivism, which is clearly a temptation for cognitivist accounts of the emotions in
particular. There might still be some wiggle room, however, for (as suggested
earlier) even if basic emotions are only relative to a particular culture, it does not
necessarily follow that there are no universal emotions, given that the particulars of
“the human condition” might call forth a certain set of emotions in all cultures.
Understood in this way, certain emotions might constitute something approaching
what Heidegger referred to as an “existential.” Now, Solomon does weigh in against
social constructivism, or at least social constructivism in its more unalloyed forms,
but he does so by asserting that “the idea that emotions are either just biological or
Jjust cultural is... unsustainable” (Solomon 2007: 261). Thus, while he agrees with
social constructivism insofar as it contends that “every culture creates a language
and a vocabulary for talking about emotion according to its needs and contingencies,”
he pulls back from social constructivism when he goes on to say that “it is not as if
every culture creates its own emotions” (Solomon 2007: 261-262). Yet, crucially, I
do not think that Solomon has a basis for circumventing social constructivism on
biological grounds, for anything that would go beyond a fairly innocuous claim
(e.g., our neurological or genetic structures are what give rise to the capacity to have
an emotion) would appear to threaten the longstanding commitments that underlie
his existential theory of the emotions. I shall not further pursue this argument here,
but I shall consider, in concluding, the way in which his embrace of cultural
determinations bears on his responsibility thesis.

Although Solomon retains his commitment to the responsibility thesis in his later
works, he both grounds this commitment in a different fashion and rolls it into a
somewhat more comprehensive one, a commitment to what he calls “emotional
integrity.” In “On the Passivity of the Passions,” Solomon acknowledges that “the
heavily existentialist notion of choice too readily suggests a problematic conception
of freedom and responsibility,” and in place of this “mysterious notion of agency”
usually associated with the Kantian tradition (or at least certain interpretations of it),
he argues for conceptions of freedom and responsibility that are understood in terms
of “the ‘fit’ between an action (or an emotion) and the rest of a person’s character,
circumstances, and culture, including his or her reflection on these” (Solomon 2003:
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204). Aiming to transcend the troubling notion that freedom and responsibility
require an action or decision to be “the cause of itself,” which is a variation of what
I called the indeterminacy problem in his earlier account (as well as in Sartre’s
account of freedom and responsibility in Being and Nothingness), he now contends
that “choice” is not “necessarily the best way to capture this sense of agency,” but,
rather, that “appropriateness is the truth of emotions”; and “appropriateness,” in
turn, refers back not only to “one’s whole life and character,” as Solomon reveals,
but also to one’s culture, as his approving reference to Aristotle’s notion of “second
nature” further attests (Solomon 2003: 205). In this way, cultural determinations
become not only the stuff from which the Self is constituted but also, at least implic-
itly, the yardstick against which the Self (i.e., one’s “character”) and the probity of
its actions (including its “mental acts”) are measured.

I am not unsympathetic to Solomon’s embrace of a neo-Aristotelian conception
of ethics, which is concerned with “the cultivation of good character, including the
‘right’ emotions” (Solomon 2003: 196), but I do have certain reservations. For
Aristotle, of course, the cultivation of good character (and therefore the “right”
emotions) is contingent on having been brought up in a good polis, and a polis is
good because it engenders the virtues, which are grounded in a biologically rooted
account of human flourishing. Although, as history evidences, embracing a biologi-
cally grounded account of values is fraught with dangers, I think that there is some-
thing to Aristotle’s naturalism, even if only viewed in a limiting fashion: within
some unspecifiable range of less than optimal social arrangements, human beings
are still able to adapt (though not without psychological and physiological costs),
but at some point it becomes clear that a culture, along with the emotions that it
venerates, is off the beam.

Yet, any standpoint from which even this minimal assessment might be made
falls out of the picture on Solomon’s neo-Aristotelian account, for as his analysis of
the concept of basic emotions suggests, he is unwilling to ground his theory of char-
acter and emotion in a biological story. This position is reasonable enough, but by
reinterpreting the concept of basic emotions in terms of those emotions that assume
a basic role within a particular culture, he evidences a tendency to move in the direc-
tion of an anthropologically-oriented social constructivism, which tends to be rela-
tivistic in nature. This conclusion is supported by the fact that Solomon does not
furnish the criteria by which one could judge a polis once the biological component
of Aristotle’s account is discarded. In some sense, then, while Solomon’s theory of
the emotions now accounts for the sociocultural determinations that are required to
explain the choice of the Self and its emotions, it does not seek to account for a
normative standpoint from which the culture, and therefore the Self and its emo-
tions, can be called into question. Instead, the normative standpoint (or the “stand-
point of critique”) would seem to be coterminous with the concept of emotional
integrity itself, which, as was the case with the purely existential approach (albeit for
different reasons), tends to narrow the scope of inquiry to the individual himself.

In the concluding pages of True to our Feelings, Solomon elaborates on his con-
cept of emotional integrity, and in my view it supports this conclusion. After stress-
ing the importance of reflection for our emotional lives, as well as the important fact
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that reflection and emotion do not constitute two different levels but are dialectically
related, he says that emotional integrity refers to the unity of one’s emotional life;
and this unity, he contends, does not relate to “consistency” (the ambition of all
fundamentalisms) but to “the wise management of emotional conflicts in conjunction
with one’s heartfelt values” (Solomon 2007: 268). Crucially, according to Solomon,
“this concept of emotional integrity is a version of the existentialist concept of
authenticity,” but it “does not have the individualistic implications of authenticity
and has built into it the idea of social virtue as well as existential individuality”
(Solomon 2007: 268). Solomon’s objective here, to mediate the social and the exis-
tential, is a commitment that motivates a good deal of my own work, but, as I suggested
above, I think that his notion of social virtue remains unmotivated normatively. For
this reason, emotional integrity, as authenticity’s successor, suffers from what I take
to be its predecessor’s most basic flaw, namely, some variation of what was called
“the authentic torturer” problem, since “the wise management of emotional conflicts
in conjunction with one’s heartfelt values” also implicitly brackets the substance of
one’s emotional conflicts and, ultimately, one’s heartfelt values.

In my opinion, the social moment requires a critical component, which is best
evidenced by the early work of the Frankfurt School (through, roughly, Habermas’s
Knowledge and Human Interests). If sociocultural determinations are the stuff that
constitutes the Self and its emotions, then the capacity to call into question, at least
in some fashion, these sociocultural determinants is a necessary condition for any
meaningful conception of emotional integrity, and, ultimately, any meaningful con-
ception of emotional responsibility. To understand this problem, one need not get
into some elaborate story about ideology and false consciousness here (although I
believe this story is worth telling, notwithstanding the fact that it has been shunt
aside by Habermas and his followers since Critical Theory’s linguistic turn): simply
asking whether most people would adopt their emotional conflicts, their heartfelt
values, and ultimately the social virtues that inform them if they knew the sociocultural
story about how they came to be suffices to make the point.

To be fair, however, I think that Solomon is less concerned with providing the
proper grounding for his conception of emotional integrity and, ultimately, emo-
tional responsibility then he is with sounding the warning bell for a culture that
appears to be in the process of falsifying both. As he emphasizes in the conclusion
to “On the Passivity of the Passions,” although “one can look at the emotions from
several different perspectives,” he is content to “rest [his] case on practical and
moral considerations,” and in particular his belief that “theses about emotions tend
to be self-confirming” (Solomon 2003: 232). This goes to the heart of the practical
standpoint, and it is a standpoint whose non-negotiability Solomon is absolutely
right to insist on. As he rightly contends in “The Politics of Emotion,” “personal
responsibility is an important piece of the emotions story, and any theory that does
not face up to this is itself political” (Solomon 2003: 157). Even taking into account
the sociocultural determinations that seem not only to inform but to overdetermine
our emotional lives, it is still incumbent upon us to determine what our next
move will be, and if we understand ourselves as responsible for what this move will
be, then this understanding itself will have substantive (political) reverberations
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(see Williams 1995: 133). It is for this reason that the existentialist standpoint not
only cannot but also should not be juggled out of the emotions story. Near the
end of his career, well after his engagement with Marxism and the publication of
The Critique of Dialectical Reason, Sartre made a remark in an interview titled
“The Itinerary of a Thought” that well captures the long term movement of Solomon’s
thought no less than Sartre’s own:

For the idea which I have never ceased to develop is that in the end one is always respon-
sible for what is made of one. Even if one can do nothing else besides assume this respon-
sibility. For I believe that a man can always make something out of what is made of him.
This is the limit I would today accord freedom: the small movement which makes of a
totally conditioned social being someone who does not render back completely what his
conditioning has given him. (Sartre 1979: 34-35)
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Chapter 4
A Critique of Pure Revenge

Arindam Chakrabarti

Abstract When it comes to evaluating the primordial human emotion of vengeance,
moral philosophers, ancient and modern, Indian and Western, are divided into two
groups: revenge-approvers and revenge-denouncers. Socrates, for example, decries
revenge but Aristotle extols it as a virtue. Using the works of Nietzsche and Nozick,
insights from the Mahdabharata, and Euripedes’ Orestes, this paper distinguishes
between revenge and retribution, and goes on to expose the misleading metaphors
behind revenge-abetting phrases such as “teaching a lesson” or “getting even”. An
elementary mistake of confusing the dictum “Do to others what you want to be done
to yourself” with the totally different dictum: “Do to others what they do to you”
seems to lie behind the vague concept of “reciprocity”” which is invoked by contem-
porary pro-revenge moral philosophers. Robert Solomon’s subtle defense of revenge-
fulness as an ineliminably human emotional motivation for justly angry actions is
critiqued as slipping into a logical mistake. Finally, the paper proposes a moral psy-
chological explanation of why revenge-spirals unstoppably escalate by the in-built
discontent and self-contradiction in the motivational structure of the avenger’s prin-
ciple: “He should never have done that to me, therefore I shall now do exactly the
same thing to him!” Any act of revenge is doomed to self-frustration, because it
mimics and repeats a wrongdoing in the name of resisting and deterring it, it does the
same in the name of doing the opposite, expecting emotional closure and non-closure
at the same time.

Do not inflict on others what is hurtful to yourself. This, briefly, is dharma, and it takes a
course other than what we desire (Mahabharata, Parvan: XIII 139, author’s translation).

And virtue will never be guilty of simulating vice in the act of repressing it (Seneca 1928-
1935: 179).
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The Controversy

The air reeks of revenge right now. Not just in Israel and Kashmir, in Iraq and in
Taliban hideouts in the hills of Pakistan. Even large number of “world-peace-seeking”
American Christians and “non-violent” South Asian Hindus and Buddhists are
relishing that stench of reactive violence, albeit from a safe distance. In war, com-
merce, and war-like commerce, as cool advertisers would put it, “revenge rocks!”

Is desire for revenge a noble feeling or an abject one? Is resentment turning into
resolve to retaliate a laudable emotional disposition that we need to cultivate as part
of a fearlessly heroic righteous individual (and national?) character, or is it a com-
mon human frailty that we need to watch out against and never base our collective
actions on? This question divides philosophers into two groups: the revenge-approvers
and the revenge-denouncers. Socrates, though once a good warrior, was a revenge-
denouncer. Aristotle, whose military record one has never heard of, appears to be a
revenge-approver, though with his routine warning against excess. Carlyle, an arm-
chair hero-worshipper, calls revenge “ever more intrinsically a correct, and even a
divine feeling in the mind of every man” (Carlyle, cited in Barton 1999: 29).
Jonathan Glover decries it by noticing that “hatred and pleasure ... combine unpleas-
antly in revenge” (Glover 1970: 145). Robert Solomon (1990), though not a clear
revenge-approver, wanted to accord vengeance a central place in any theory of justice,
not because he thought it is a rational or non-nasty emotion, but because “it is an
undeniable aspect of the way we react to the world ... and as such a basic part of our
... moral sense of ourselves ... in that sense, unavoidable” (Solomon 2007: 113).

Pre-philosophical intuitions are typically indecisive on the question and would
perhaps answer it with irritating caution: “It depends on the context.” This paper is
an attempt, first, to pierce the veil of some confusing metaphors through which we
may think approvingly of revenge. It then argues for the position that, unlike some
emotions, which can be correct or incorrect, sometimes truth-yielding, sometimes
erroneous, vengeance is always befuddled and self-deceptive. It harbors a self-
defeating mistake in its basic phenomenological structure. It tries to one-up the bad
while wearing the mask of the good and in the process ends up looking ugly. Perhaps,
if it is tempered with a heavy dose of sympathy for the unforgivable wrongdoer,
genuine distaste for violence, desire for closure, and extreme restraint with regard to
proportionality, the feeling of righteous retributive anger—and it is possible for
sympathy and anger to co-exist—it can find a place in a balanced set of virtuous
emotions. But pure unmixed vengeance remains a vice, an emotional error.

Both Socrates and the Mahabharata reject retaliation as ethically unvirtuous.
They do it by the same simple argument: If harming others is evil, then it is evil even
to harm the harm-doer. Yet, both ancient Greek and ancient Indian societies—from
which their moral sentiments arise and the milieu in which they teach—not only
recognize revenge as an ineliminable part of the human motivational structure; the
epic narratives of these societies are nothing but valorized sagas of individual and
collective revenge.

Although Yudhisthira, the heroic sufferer of many of the moral dilemmas of
the Mahabharata, is somewhat like Gandhi (albeit with a passion for gambling),
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he takes a lot of flack from his fiery wife Draupadi for his conscientious rejection
of retaliation. Draupadi rebukes her pacifist husband for his lack of manly rage.
The wrath of Draupadi, whom the lewd Kaurava brothers had once tried to strip in
public, brings down the ruin of the entire Kaurava clan. The author of the
Mahabharata, after describing, in literally gory detail, this fateful tale of collective
iterated revenge, ends the book with a lament. He confesses that he has been crying
out loud with raised hands that dharma, if practiced with proper patience, will even-
tually lead to pleasure and prosperity as well, but that no one is listening to him.

No one indeed listens. Even Socrates must have known that he was going against
average Greek ethos when he was arguing that we should never return wrong for
wrong (Plato 1997: 48b—c). His teaching in this regard fell flat on his pupil’s pupil.
Aristotle (1941) remarked: “It is noble to avenge oneself on one’s enemies ... For
requital is just, and the just is noble” (Rhetoric 1367a). Of course, Aristotle’s views
about the place of righteous anger in the exemplary virtuous character or about the
exact relation between punishment (kolasis), return-action (anti-poiontes) and
revenge (timoria) are more complex and I suspect ambivalent, if not incoherent (see
Rhetoric 1369b and 1378b—1379a).

The Mahabharata recognizes full well that personal rage can hardly wait for
legal, cosmic or Karmic justice. It is natural, in one sense, for a human a victim of
violence and humiliation to want swift and sure personal revenge. But the great
ethical epic still characterizes resisting the revenge-impulse as a unique “human”
excellence (in this, humans are better than the gods):

When I am cursed by anyone, I do not curse them back.

Such self-control I know to be the door of deathlessness.

Let me tell you this, which is a sacred secret:
There is nothing loftier than being human. (Mahabharata XII 299, 20)

In recent Western ethics, moral and legal psychology, vengeance is enjoying a
better press than ever before. A passionate resentment ripening into desire for
revenge is and should be basic to our concern for legal justice, Robert Solomon has
argued. This argument is part of Solomon’s larger “concern with the expression and
satisfaction of emotion in law”. Pleading for victim’s participation in criminal justice
and rejecting the myth of the non-emotional third-party as the best judge, Charles
K.B. Barton has made a very convincing case for making revenge central to penal
justice (1999). In a paper called “Restitution and Revenge” (1999), David Hershenov
has argued that revenge is a form of atonement or debt-payment on the part of the
criminal and that vindictive satisfaction from avenging a wrongful aggression
should serve as the proper moral motive for restorative justice. Finally, Peter French,
who had earlier written a book called Cowboy Metaphysics (1997), has published an
entire book, The Virtues of Vengeance (2001), arguing that, under certain circum-
stances, the angry avenger is the ideal moral agent, and vengeance is not just per-
missible but an essential moral quality. Quite openly relying more upon Clint
Eastwood’s moral intuitions than upon Kant’s or even Aristotle’s, French interprets
the Indian Karma theory of moral desert as basically a cosmic or divine revenge-
idea, and he takes ordinary Judeo-Christian or liberal morality’s condemnation of
vengeance as an inauthentic denial of its own psychological origins.
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One of the two main purposes of this paper is to rebut the central arguments
offered by these contemporary revenge-approvers and by Solomon, who wishes
to heed the voice of vengeance in determining justice. The common human pas-
sion of vindictive rage has always rationalized itself in terms of “justice,” “duty,”
and “honor,” even “self-defense” and religious “solidarity”. But especially in the
current international religious-political climate, I think, it would be pernicious
to let these philosophical legitimations of individual or collective revenge go
unexamined. After all, in more than one sense, an examined revenge is never
worth taking.

The other purpose of this paper is to offer a phenomenological explanation of
violence-escalation in the process of contemplating and executing an act or a series
of acts of revenge.

However, in this paper I do not wish to analyze or recommend that complex and
controversial quality called “forgiveness” which is sometimes mistakenly thought
to be the only alternative to revenge. My critique of revenge is not meant as a plea
for non-violence or loving one’s enemy. Besides, I shall try to clearly distinguish
between retributive punishment and revenge because I don’t think revenge can be
justified in terms of retributive justice, nor the retributive theory of punishment
rejected because it is based on the desire for revenge, because it is not. “Forget and
forgive,” is by no means going to be my favorite slogan. If I were forced to adopt a
motto, “Remember and resist” would be more like it.

Two Misleading Metaphors

Two or three major metaphors are used in English to talk approvingly and motivat-
ingly of revenge. I would like to argue that each of them misrepresents the moral
psychology of revenge. The first is a pedagogical metaphor. To take revenge is to
teach the first-hitter a lesson. In extreme cases when revenge involves killing the
first-hitter, such a metaphor would be sadly inappropriate. Even the hardest task-
master does not plan to kill off his student as a means of educating him. But non-
lethal vengeance too is never motivated by desire to educate. Indeed, if any teaching
at all is involved, it seems to happen in the other direction. When Tom calls Dick “a
fool” and a humiliated Dick retaliates verbally, either unimaginatively by repeating
that same insult or by hurling it back with an added alliterative expletive, Dick as the
avenger is taking a lesson from Tom, getting the idea from his initial attack, using
him as a role-model, rather than teaching him something.

True, there is a method of correcting a pupil’s errors by repeating an absurdly
exaggerated version of that same error, hoping he will see the silly mistake for him-
self. This idea is captured by Hobbes’ approving definition of revenge: “desire by
doing hurt to another to make him condemn some fact of his own” (Hobbes 1994,
I: ch. 6). But that is not at all what goes on in a typical case of what I call pure
revenge. When I take pure revenge I mimic the wrong of the first hitter with a secret
desire to advertise that I could have done it first if I had wanted, with no pedagogical
intention whatsoever. The first-hitter’s promise not to repeat the mistake in the future
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would do nothing to alleviate the retro-focused resentment of the avenger. Quite to
the contrary, revenge comes often with the abetment to the first hitter to do it again
so that next time the avenger, a fast learner, can take a swifter and sweeter revenge.
The Hindu zealots who demolished the fifteenth-century Mosque in North-India, in
retaliation of the Mughal Rulers’ past destruction of Hindu temples, or the American
fanatics who supported the Afghanistan war as a response to the 9/11 attacks, were
expecting a repetition of Muslim communal violence or another Al Qaida attack on
America in response to their patriotic acts of vengeance. They were avowedly learn-
ing from the vandals and the suicide-bombers, not teaching them anything.

Then there is the metaphor of balance-restoration or getting even. Originally
there is some default position of equality. The first-hitter disrupts that by declaring
himself superior, thereby unduly lowering the status and wellbeing of the victim.
The victim’s need to personally punish the wrongdoer and to see him suffer springs
from the legitimate desire to restore equality, by raising himself and lowering the
wrongdoer. The popularity of this metaphor clearly brings out one feature of
revenge: that it has little to do with suffering-alleviation or the self-defense of the
victim and everything to do with honor-protection. Jon Elster has skillfully demon-
strated that honor is a triadic rather than a dyadic relation: A gains honor by humili-
ating B in the presence of C (Elster 1990). But by the same token, the metaphor of
Restoring Equality turns out to be self-deceptive when used as an excuse for revenge.
Even Peter French, who makes the strongest ethical case for vengeance, denies that
the purpose of revenge is to diminish the worth of the offender. According to the
avenger, the offender’s moral worth has already been diminished by his heinous first
attack (French 2002: 193). As an innocent victim, the avenger is at a moral advantage
even before he starts to take revenge.

And even if the victimized has been humbled by the initial attack, how is a counter-
humiliation going to take away that suffering and help restore balance unless the
victim, not by comparisons of wellbeing, but by arbitrary social norms that measure
honor in terms of revenge-dexterity, hopes to get richer again and regain his status?
Even by the standards of a honor-shame score-keeping society driven by what Elster
calls the “norms of revenge” (Elster 1990), the avenger does not wish to end up
equal to the offender, whom he really hates. He wishes to come out superior to the
first-hitter in power as well as moral merit. So the rhetoric of equalizing or evening
out that is used to make revenge look like justice crumbles under examination.

Hershenov, who takes this leveling out metaphor very seriously, has argued that
since the victim feels a warm satisfaction when he exacts his revenge, it makes the
impoverished victim actually “wealthier.” Equality is established “not just by low-
ering the wellbeing of the offender but by raising that of the victim back to or near
the status he enjoyed prior to being victimized” (1999: 87). This is why he thinks it
is an atonement, a compensation, a paying back of a debt. Such a “persuasive
definition” of the “virtue” of vengeance at best tells us that vengeance is the attempt
to buy equality of insult at the cost of equality of crime. Apart from the tragic self-
mockery of such an agenda, the idiom of owing and repaying a debt that it naturally
slips into springs from another seductive but deeply flawed idea, the idea that the
desire for revenge is a sort of negative gratitude. As a hero in a Western film is prone
to saying: “I owe him a debt of death.”
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Revenge and Gratitude

As we shall see shortly, contrary to some popular representations, Nietzsche is not
a revenge-approver. He does not say that we ought to be revengeful towards our
aggressors just as we ought to be grateful to our benefactors. But he does make the
converse claim that gratitude is a mild form of revenge. He even invokes Jonathan
Swift in support of this cynical comparison: “If he did not have the compensation of
gratitude, the man of power would have appeared unpowerful ... Swift suggested
that men are grateful in the same degree as they are revengeful” (Nietzsche 1986 I,
§44: 36.).

This thought encourages the debt-payment metaphor for revenge. In some upper-
class circles of conceited conspicuous consumers, norms of gift-giving or party-
throwing may resemble the code of tit-for-tat. If one regards receiving a gift as an
honor-diminishing injury, then, of course, a return gift would count as a form of
sweet revenge for the original humiliation of having to accept a gift. But all of this
sounds pretty perverse to me. Here are four reasons why the psychology and norms
of revenge and gratitude could never be on a par:

(a) If you repay a good deed by another good deed, then there is no paradox of
repeating the allegedly reprehensible action—the paradox that haunts the retali-
ator. To call an act good is to recognize it to be worthy of redoing. To call it bad
or wrong is to commit oneself to the belief that it should not have been done in
the first place and once done, should never be repeated. “That was wonderful.
Let’s do it again. This time I shall do it” makes perfect sense. But “That was
terrible. Let’s do it again. This time I shall do it” makes much less sense. When
resenting someone’s wronging me makes me wrong him in return, I violate my
own commitment to this meaning of “wrongness.” There is no such violation in
emulating the benefactor. Hence the two kinds of “return actions” have totally
opposed logical structures.

(b) A grateful person does his own duty by reciprocating a good act. A vengeful
person B tries to extort a duty (the duty of knowing-by-undergoing exactly how
B suffered in A’s hands) out of the original wrongdoer A by forcing him to suffer
as B himself had suffered. B can thereby try (unsuccessfully) to feel not like a
victim but a morally superior person who does a favor to A by “giving it back
to him”, almost like helping him perform an expiatory penance. There is a certain
other-regarding paternalism about the avenger’s warning, ‘“You ought to suffer
for doing what you did.” If such a spiteful message accompanies an act of return
generosity or gift, such a “Here, you take back what you gave me” gesture does
not merit the name “gratefulness.”

(c) A benefit received is naturally regarded as a debt. But it is a sick rhetoric to
speak of one’s indebtedness to someone on account of a harm or insult. Since
I did not get any richer by the initial attack on me, there is no question of my
giving back what I borrowed. The aggressor did not offer the harm to me as a
loan expecting to get it back, unless one takes all attacks as masochistic provo-
cations for counter-attacks. A reductio ad absurdum of the debt-payment model
of vengeance would be to imagine, as a logical consequence, institutions of
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violence-enhancing investment-banking systems whereby one starts with a
minor abuse and waits for years patiently to get back a gruesome murder as
compounded interest-income.

(d) In revenge we try, albeit in an utterly futile fashion, to wipe out the memory of
the original act of aggression, torture or injustice. In gratefulness we try to
remember and acknowledge the original good act. We never wish to “undo” the
first nice gesture by our return gesture, or try to look for ways in which we can
equalize it, as if it did not happen in the first place. It follows from this that we
do not aspire to pay back our debts of gratitude without any residue and are often
happy to acknowledge that our reciprocation did not quite match up to the original
kindness shown to us. With revenge the opposite is the case. The avenger does
try to eliminate, equalize, and one-up the initial act of aggression.

Instinctive Self-Defense and Revenge

There is one kind of defensive counter-blow that people instinctively deliver even
towards inanimate objects with anger and annoyance. Let us call it DC, short for
“defensive counter-blow”. This has to be distinguished from the dish of maliciously
relished calculated revenge that is best served cold. Nietzsche in a remarkably
insightful piece called “Elements of Revenge” (1986 1I/2 §33: 316-318) draws
some of these distinctions.

First, DC is instantaneous and immediately follows upon the first attack. It is
usually uncalculated and unstoppable. Revenge, on the contrary, takes time to brew
and usually takes a lot of clandestine planning. Herbert Spencer even defined
revenge as a postponed retaliation (Spencer 1978: II: V).

Second, DC is totally self-centered. Even when a defensive counterattack is
against a human enemy, “self-preservation alone has here set the clock-work of
reason in motion.” But the revenge-taker is totally absorbed in returning harm to the
other: “to secure himself against further harm is here so far from the mind of the
revenger that he almost always brings further harm upon himself and very often
cold-bloodedly anticipates it” (Nietzsche 1986 11/2 §33: 317). A heroic avenger is
typically ready to die for sake of revenge. One usually is not ready to die for the sake
of self-preservation.

Third, DC is driven by the fear of a future blow, which it tries to prevent. Revenge
is driven by the memory of the past blow and a desire to prove that one is not
afraid.

Finally, DC has to do with some expected benefit or at least prevention of a loss
to the organism that practices it. Revenge has no concern for the avenger’s benefit.
It is consumed with the desire for saving honor—as in a duel—and restitution.

While Nietzsche observes that a revenger is often confused between these two
utterly different motives and starts off reacting with DC but later on construes that
as pure revenge, he still maintains, like Aristotle, that honor-preserving revenge is
nobler than life-saving DC. This is where much of Western ethics of emotions is
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still in the grips of the heroism of the Elizabethan revenge tragedies. Any refusal to
play the revenge game is always suspected as betraying cowardice and weakness.
Nietzsche however does suggest three very interesting psychological conditions
under which a person will not wish to take revenge. If I either have no imagination
to understand or care about what the enemy is thinking, if I despise the wrongdoer
so deeply that I do not wish to receive any honor from him, and if I am hopelessly
in love with the enemy, then revenge will not be taken. When powerful people or
nations spend enormous amounts of energy and take huge risks to avenge an attack,
it proves that they do not despise the enemy enough; indeed they wish to look good
in his eyes, hence, secretly admire him.

But what if I am simply demanding the punishment that the enemy deserves.
Isn’t that going to be society’s revenge on him? In the next section we argue for a
firmly negative answer to this question.

Revenge and Retribution Distinguished

The distinctions between revenge and retributive punishment tend to be overlooked by
both friends and foes of revenge. The hackneyed allusion is to the Old Testament
dictum: an eye for an eye, etc. But as Gregory Vlastos has shown in his masterly
article called “Socrates’ Rejection of Retaliation,” that famous formulation of the lex
talionis “aims to put a lid on the extravagance of revengeful passion by stipulating that
for any given harm, no greater may be inflicted in return ... If someone has knocked
out one of your eyes you might well feel like knocking out both of his—or more if he
had more. The rule says: Only ONE” (Vlastos 1991: 182). So it is retribution, a curb-
ing of revenge, and that too belongs only to God, not to the victim. Assurance of
divine punishment is a way of controlling the natural human hankering for revenge.

Robert Nozick has drawn the following distinctions between these two concepts
so often confused even now by sharp philosophers:

Pure Revenge Retributive Justice

1. Personal, Private, often Secretly conducted
(Note Tyndareus’s speech quoted as
epigraph)

2. Emotional, sadistic

Public, Open, Impersonal

Rational, not primarily emotional; definitely
not delighting in the criminal’s suffering

3. Returns wrong for wrong (e.g. rape for Punishes wrong with suffering and humiliation

rape), imitative

. The angry avenger may insult, kill or injure

someone else knowing that he is not the
original agent of the misdeed.

. Lawless, non-universalizable (two acts

of revenge for the same crime on two
occasions may be utterly unequal in
intensity)

. Tends to escalate and spiral on, not

seriously intended to lay violence to rest

(never rape with rape)

Legal retribution cannot be unfocused, e.g.
arrange for the rape of the sister of the
rapist.

Universalizable, law governed.

Proportionate, finite, and intended to end
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Why does it always tend to go on and on, rather than be put to rest after one
round? I try to give an explanation in the last section.

Confusions About Reciprocity

Charles K. B. Barton recognizes that punishment and revenge cannot be equated,
because there could be consequentialist (deterrent or reformative) punishment or
symbolic punishment, which is not like revenge in structure, and also personal mav-
erick forms of revenge, which are not retributive in nature. But he still insists that
revenge is a form of retributive punishment, namely non-institutionalized, personal,
retributive punishment. Revenge is a virtuous passion because it is based on the
fundamental principles of negative desert and victim-empowerment. “It is a morally
motivated desire for equity and justice retributively conceived as reciprocity”
(Barton 1999: 10). Without engaging with Barton’s meticulous analysis, let me
quickly expose the fundamental error of this appeal to reciprocity. By reciprocity
we could mean any one of the following principles:

I. Do not do unto others what is hurtful to yourself (the Mahabharata formula).
II. Do unto others what you want to be done to yourself (the positive golden rule).
III. Do unto others what they have done to you (the tit-for-tat principle).

Now, although these principles sound somewhat similar, they are wide apart in their
logical implications. Especially the first and the third principles are in direct mutual
conflict. This becomes apparent if, in the tit-for-tat principle, we replace the phrase
“what they have done to you” with “what is hurtful to yourself,” which is exactly what
the avenger does in the name of personal retribution. From III, we derive:

“Do unto others what is hurtful to yourself” which is a direct contradictory of the
Mahabhdarata principle. So, an honor-obsessed avenger can somehow reconcile
principles IT and III by saying: “Yes, I want to retaliate and if I ever insult or injure
someone wrongly, I want to be attacked in revenge by them as well.” But there is no
way in which he can reconcile the first and the third meanings of reciprocity in the
case of a hurtful treatment by another. Yet, the average avenger appeals simultane-
ously to both of these meanings in order to dress up his irrational rage as a commit-
ment to justice. The escape route that co-referential expressions are not substitutable
under the intentional context “Do unto others ...” is not available to the revenge-
planner. It is not just what is referred to by the phrase “what was hurtful to me” that
he wants to hurl back to the other—in fact it has to be something extensionally
distinct, since an act-token is unrepeatable—but another act which fits the descrip-
tion “what is hurtful to me” and for the reason that it was so hurtful. So the substitu-
tion is intention-preserving. He both appeals to as well as violates the genuine
reciprocity principle, which is the Mahabharata rule. This is why even Solomon
admits, “Self-deception plays a far larger and more dangerous role in resentment
than is usually admitted” (Solomon 1999: 125). Actually, reciprocity is a terribly
loose concept. Each of the following questions raises a distinct problem about a
separately discussable case of reciprocity: Should we be intolerant towards intolerant
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communities and religions? Should we be uncaring towards our uncaring friends?
Should we reciprocate cruelty with cruelty, shyness with shyness, mendacity with
mendacity, bigotry with bigotry, tactlessness with tactlessness? These are not easy
questions to answer. Any formulaic appeal to the concept of reciprocity as justice
would be a bogus ground for any uniform set of answers.

Solomon’s Passionate Justice Argument and Its Fallacy

Robert Solomon is sensitive to all the above distinctions. So he does not wish to
reduce revenge to punishment or punishment to revenge. But, as an institution,
retributive punishment, he holds, is an expression of hatred, resentment and that pas-
sionate desire to witness the suffering of the aggressor that the victim craves, just as
Picasso’s Guernica is an expression of outrage, indignation, horror and despair,
although there is much more to that painting than those emotions. I think Solomon
gets carried away with his vindication of vengeance, though, and slips into com-
ments like: “to revenge oneself against evil—that seems to lie at the very foundation
of our sense of justice, indeed, of our very sense of ourselves” (Solomon 2007: 111).
I think the opposite is true: as long as the avenger feels the need to strike back, he is
not himself, he is an unhappy consciousness, simulating the role of the aggressor.
Why does Solomon say that vengeance must be central to criminal law? I agree
with him that the idea that the neutral judge should be free from all emotions needs
to be questioned. Emotional culture and empathic ability to feel from the point of
view of both victim and the criminal and other affected parties adds essential clarity
of vision to legal judgment. But it is incredible that Solomon is thinking of putting
vengeance back into the justice system on the basis of the following argument:

Emotions must have a place in law, because totally dispassionate law tends to be inhuman.
Vengeance is an emotion.
Vengeance must have a place in law.

Even for such a radical champion of so-called negative emotions, the first premise
is not universally quantified: All emotions must have a place in law! Religious
fanaticism, homophobia, or disgust at communists, or personal jealousies are also
strong emotions. Must they therefore have a place in law? They actually, often, do
drive court decisions, sadly. But those are precisely the cases where the justice
system fails us, not because emotions have come to play a role in the verdict, but
because the wrong emotions have.

Then Solomon proceeds to give an argument that sounds like the following:

We punish because we resent the crime.

We wish to avenge because we resent the crime.
Therefore, punishing is an institutionalized controlled form of avenging.

Compare this argument with the following:

People want a higher salary because they hate to be poor.
People want to rob a bank because they hate to be poor.
Therefore, wanting a higher salary is a controlled form of wanting to rob a bank.
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The non sequitur here is too glaring! But then this is perhaps not a fair comparison.
Let us listen to some of the deeper details of Solomon’s reasoning in favor of the
“just” spirit of gloating at the victim-inflicted injury suffered by the aggressor in
return for his initial act of aggression.

In the process of developing his theory of revenge, Solomon says many surprising
things. For example, to give a face-lift to revenge he remarks, “The satisfaction of
vengeance ... has not so much to do with the actual punishment as it does with rec-
onciliation, which might not involve punishment at all”’(Solomon 2007: 142, emphasis
added). But then he would blur the distinction between retributive punishment and
victim’s vengeance. Apart from the theoretical vacillation, this is surely changing the
meaning of “revenge,” though I can imagine a tribal society where harm is inflicted
precisely so that one’s friend can show his manliness by rising to the occasion and
gallantly flinging a counter-harm. If he does not do that, the first attacker may feel
insulted because he is not taken seriously. In that case, I can imagine the victim retali-
ating in the spirit of reconciliation or of honoring the attacker. In this sense, in some
recent literature, revenge has been spoken of as a natural human “communicative
action” between humans competing for a kill or an honor or booty. But, I thought
we had left behind such honor societies where people enjoy and “demand” counter-
violence, like “gallant” moves in a blood sport! Unless I hate the attacker, I would not
take revenge. And as long as I hate the attacker, why should I want to reconcile?

Now, people have used the word “revenge” with all sorts of interesting twists.
If we start calling any form that resentment or anger takes, any counteraction or
reaction to a grievous harm done to oneself, “revenge,” then of course, even without
desire to make the attacker suffer, one can be having one’s revenge. Needless to say,
that won’t be pure revenge, of which I aim here to expose the futility. Here is one
such extended use of the term “punishment” that as an alternative to pure revenge,
I find a really attractive idea:

You stupid man, who believes in laws that punish murder by murder, you have no power of
vengeance except in calumny and defamation. When you find a woman who knows how to
live without you, your vain power turns into fury. Your fury shall be punished by a smile,
by an adieu, and by lifelong unconcern—George Sand, Fiancé of Chopin (quoted in Jacoby
1983: 182)

My Moral Psychology of Revenge and its Iterative Escalation

Suppose aggressor A has done harm H to me. When planning to take revenge, my
own emotional rationalization roughly takes the following route:

A has done this nasty undeserved harm H to me. I cannot rest in peace until I do H*
to A, and pay him back in his own coins. Normally I would not do H* to anyone
because it would be as wrong as H. But since H has been wrongly inflicted on me
by A, doing H* to him would be not only permissible, but obligatory on my part.
But while I am planning H* as an equal return-action, there are three crucial
respects in which H* falls short of—and indeed is known to be—unequal to H.
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First, H, the first attacker’s original act was unprovoked, whereas my H* would be
provoked. In the scale of intensity of harms or wrongs or acts of violence, ceteris
paribus, the provoked and expected is milder than the unprovoked unexpected. H
was, by my own standards, undeserved, unjust, and wrong, whereas H*would be,
Jjust by the norms of revenge, well-deserved by A and the right thing for me to do.
Once again, H* being justified as a “right” act, does not have that edge of evil,
that bite of badness that H had. Finally H was fresh and the first hit. Even if I am
a creative revenge-artist and H* has some creative additional cruelty to it, it will
essentially remain a stale second hit and an act of copying.

However, an objector could say here, it is not at all obvious that H and H* are really
intended to be tokens of the same act-type since there are true descriptions of H*
that are not true descriptions of H. (Compare two shootings: one an unprovoked
murder and the other a justified act of capital punishment.) But the revenge taker
cannot say this with a straight face, because he also claims that the two acts are
tokens of the same act-type, because, unlike the retributionist, he appeals to
“paying back in the same coin” or doing to the perpetrator exactly what was
done by him. So the contradiction is not at the level of wanting H* to be consid-
ered just while recognizing H to be unjust, but wanting H and H* to be actions
of the same type while also wanting them not to be actions of the same type.

Of course the only important respect in which the avenger wants them not to be
actions of the same type is that his action is “just because it is provoked,” and
that would be no argument in defense of his incoherent double description since
the defense was supposed to answer that very question: “Can a harm-doing be
Jjust simply because it is provoked?” or the question “Was it just to be provoked
on this occasion?” In response, to say “It was just because it was provoked”
would at best beg the question and would do nothing to mitigate the
incoherence.

Now, how am I ever going to get the satisfaction of hurting A just as he hurt me, the
vindictive pleasure of doing the same thing to him, by doing something so different
and—in the scale of harms so deficient?

Plagued by the fundamental contradiction of repeating what one resented just by
exchanging places, as the victim-avenger, I am, at this point, caught between hating
the first hitter and envying him, between wanting to do what the first-hitter did and
thinking that I myself would never do it to anyone, between trying to let the world
know that I can be violent just like the wrongdoer and be as “ bad” as him and prov-
ing that I am a good right-doer unlike him, the wrongdoer.

Anger is not by itself necessarily an enemy of clarity of self-vision. In some critical
moments anger can even make things suddenly clearer. I have nothing against anger
per se as an emotion. But when it is fed by this inherently inconsistent agenda and
self-image, the only way in which I can overcome or try to overcome this sense of
qualitative inadequacy of H* in the face of H is by intensifying the quantity or
harshness of the harm. Retaliations thus are planned to be greater harms, given a
chance, than what they are retaliations of. Now, let us call this margin of violence:
M=H?*-H. By the norms of revenge, A deserved equal suffering or harm but not this
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margin of violence. So now, A feels that he has a right to take revenge for M, and
for the same reasons as above inflicts M*, which again tends to be harsher than M.
To M*- M, I should feel an equal urge to retaliate. And so the vendetta-spiral goes
on, exposing the insincerity of the hope of closure with which the first revenge was
contemplated. Incidentally, this analysis exposes the collective bad faith with which
civilized nations speak of counterterrorism for the sake of ending terrorism.

This explanation of the escalation may be too idealized. But it has the advantage
of capturing the built-in discontent that comes with not only the victim’s need to
make sure that the offender suffers, but the blood-boiling need to bring that suffer-
ing upon the offender oneself, to see him suffer and to derive gloating pleasure out
of the sight.

A charge of incoherence could be raised against my account here. I have repeat-
edly said that there is no inherent proportionality or calibration involved in pure
revenge, that even when it is cold, it is wild and rule-less. Yet, am I not ascribing to
the avenger a keen desire to do exactly the same amount of harm to the harm-doer,
in my own story of how it escalates?

I may concede part of this objection. Maybe the escalation into a vendetta-spiral
does not have to happen in every case of revenge simply because there are not any
measuring norms for revenge. But actually this objection draws our attention to the
same erratic, confused mindset of the typical avenger. It does and does not appeal to
proportionality or getting even. And because of this indecisive swing between hit-
because-he-made-me-mad and hit-because-I must-get-even, there is always a sense
of inadequacy and non-closure in such past-directed and proudly unprincipled
methods of “remedy”.

In American English, one synonym for angry is “mad.” But that may be because
in the culture there is an underlying celebration and denigration (and celebration
because of denigration) of wild anger as irrational in the sense of out-of-control.
What if collective or individual revengeful wrath were made rational by introducing
elements of prudence into revenge? Revenge can thus be future-directed and involve
a deterrence factor: part of the lesson that the revenger wants to teach the wrongdoer
(and others) is the expectable cost to them of doing such wrongs next time. This
deterrence feature can then set “extrinsic” proportionality constraints upon the
severity of the revenge taken: in many circumstances too harsh a revenge may well
be likely to lead to an escalation that is unprofitable for all involved. Thus self-
interested or utilitarian revengers will often be in a situation of having to play an
iterated series of zero-sum games where the best strategy is demonstrably going to
be “tit-for-tat,” allowing an equilibrium to evolve. Hence even if there are no intrinsic
proportionality restrictions on revenge, there may be “extrinsic” restrictions that
lead the prudentially rational revenger to eschew escalation.

Let me conclude by responding to this very sensible objection:

Pure revenge is exclusively past oriented. The “prudentially rational revenger” is
an oxymoron. You may control and limit the passion of vengeance—which is not
non-cognitive but has an incoherent and erroneous cognitive content—with extra-
retaliative, coherent thoughts of future benefits, humaneness or reasonableness, but
revenge by itself does not care what happens in the future as a consequence of the
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act of revenge. That is why, like a dutiful but greedy debt-repayer’s afterthought that
a good repayment record will facilitate future loans, the revenge taker’s desire to
deter or prevent future attacks are strictly outside the “deontological” motive of
repaying because one must, and not part of the revenge-contemplation. “Just
revenge” made to look lovelier by the support of extrinsic utilitarian considerations
is never just revenge or sheer revenge.

Macho-morality and The Secret Charm
of the Violent Harm-Doer

As I get overpowered, wounded and defeated, I am usually also profoundly
impressed by my attacker. The stunning anger felt at that time of humiliation and
loss is, somewhat self-deceptively, a “mixed feeling.” It makes me hate the attacker
so much that I wish to be like him. The sheer force of shameless aggression—bodily
or verbal, short-term or sustained—at once embitters, brands, and fascinates me.
The more unforgettably it hurts, the more I am seduced by its cruel charisma.
Through my hatred, I start making the monster my model. How hurt ferments into
envy and how malice then matures into emulation is one of the mysteries of cognitive-
emotional psychology that I would have liked to explore jointly with Robert
Solomon (had death not disrupted our immensely enjoyable philosophical sparring
on this issue).

This ambivalence at the heart of vengeance should not be taken as a deviant
emotional kink, like secretly enjoying being tortured by the first attacker and there-
fore returning the favor in a friendly spirit. (I have rejected the gratefulness analogy
with much fanfare earlier.) There is no kinky addiction to suffering or self-torture
here. But revenge is also not taken for the sake of lessening anyone’s suffering in the
future or increasing happiness. There is simply an awe at the (apparent) power of
violence. Until Gandhi and Hannah Arendt (from very different starting points)
arrived at the clear realization that violence is not power, that it is a symptom of
insecure fear of loss of power, the equation of power with violence has been more
or less entrenched in the human mind. George Bush’s initial military strategy in Iraq
was called “Shock and Awe.” Destructiveness, cruelty, unrepentant wrongdoing
have their own awe-inspiring impact on their victim. The “How could you?” of
incredulous outrage turns into the irresistible “Why can’t I?” of emulation.

It is this secret admiration, this aggression-envy, which wins over the simultaneous
moral sentiment of total condemnation, the deep disdain of such a pattern of action,
which should come in the form of the feeling: “I would never do such a horrible thing to
anyone,” without which the condemnation cannot merit the name of a “moral outrage”
at all. Genuine outrage should use the rage to get me out of the situation, whereas
revengeful rage has the opposite tendency to drag me back into it. But when the secret
admiration and “vying for worse violence” takes over, it is easy to feel the drive to
imitate, to do what has been done to me, and to treat such duplication of injustice as
justice. In fact, as John Elster shows in his “Norms of Revenge,” to the extent that
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revenge is about regaining “honor” in front of a society of on-lookers, whether the
return-violence is proportionate or done back to the original perpetrator sometimes
becomes irrelevant (1990). Whether the diminished victim can raise his status in the
eyes of the honor-monitoring society by performing an equally violent act is all that
matters. Such acts of defiance are actually acts of diffidence, springing from some
primitive code that equates terror with triumph, violence with victory and being cruel
with being “cool”. This, then, is self-deceptively dressed up with the rationalization of
retributive punishment, which is what we have shown revenge is not.

Neither Solomon nor I are talking about loving one’s enemy or forgetting the
harm people have done to us instead. Solomon is afraid that those who abstract from
particular feelings of strong resentment and admonish us to think of the universal
abominability of the initial act of violence, would tend to be heartless and insensitive
to the passionate nature of our particular personal situational moral sentiments. But
I am optimistic that one could be passionate about the universal as well, that it
should be possible—hard and unusual, but emotionally feasible—to transform the
affective energy of the initial hate and outrage into a deepened resolution not to
repeat this act, not to waste one’s energy playing the game one was unwillingly
dragged into, and as far as possible prevent it from being done to anyone, even to
one who did such a thing, who should be punished in some other way.'

A merely intellectual and rational understanding of my ““error-theory of vengeance”
is not going to be motivationally powerful enough to curb the revenge-addiction
already ingrained in the average human psyche (and even the psyches of other
animals, especially apes). It has to be boosted up with its own counter-rhetoric, such
as “Prove your strength by refusing to copy that lowly attacker”; “Aggression is not
power, it is weakness, and counter-aggression is doubly feeble”; “Remember and
Resist.” As long as one’s community with its valorized identity-forming narratives
cheerleads counterviolence, praises the befuddlement of rage-rush or cold scheming
of calculated retaliation as emotional heroism or manliness, this weaning away from
the misperception of vengeance as honorable cannot succeed.

Perhaps Bob was right: revenge is humanly unavoidable. There is an incurable
revenge-addict in each of us. For us verbally combative philosophers, this addiction
shows up in our public refutations of each other. But when Bob responded to my
fairly trenchant “attacks” on him about this very issue at the Eastern Division
American Philosophical Association meeting a couple of days before his death,

'Over the years, after Solomon’s tragic untimely death, I have begun to understand Solomon’s
position better and I see that we have a deep base of agreement on emotions having satisfaction-
conditions, analogous to but not reducible to beliefs’ having truth-conditions. But the justification
of revenge in the sophisticated version of “honor society” that we still live in could not be endorsed
simply because it is widespread and natural to act out of vengeance. I distance myself from the
strong “naturalism” implicit in such an ethical stance. Even in the Mahabharata’s warlike honor
society, it may be politically and reputationally heroic to avenge a harm done to you with matching
violence, but being able to resist the revenge-impulse is regarded as morally heroic. Refusing to
engage in the game that the first attacker starts puts the attacker, especially in an honor society,
eventually to more shame if there are other ways of showing that one could have retaliated, but
chose to ignore the insult or injury.
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warmly, firmly, passionately but without any touch of counter-attack, showing how
we differed but also showing that he understood where I was coming from, he some-
how strengthened my faith that perhaps someday some superior human beings, feeling
all the nuances of normal human resentment and anger, would refuse to mimic bad
behavior in the act of correcting or disciplining it. And others may start mimicking
those uncommon non-retaliation-artists rather than the common violence-artists.

Tyndareus: This, Agamemnon’s son, this thing? ...
‘What should he have done? When his father died
Killed, I admit, by my own daughter’s hand,
An atrocious crime which I do not condone—
And never shall—he should have hauled his mother
Into court, charged her formally with murder ...
Legal action, not murder. That was the course to take.
Under the circumstances, a hard choice, true
But the course of self-control and due respect for law ...
But as things stand now, what is the difference
Between him and his mother?
No, vicious as she was, if anything
The evil he has done by killing her
Has far surpassed her crime. Think again
Suppose a wife murders her husband.
Her son then follows suit by killing her,
And his son then must have his murder too and so on.
Where, I want to know, can this chain of murders end?

(Euripides 1959 1. 495-510: 39-40)
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Chapter 5
Chakrabarti’s ‘A Critique of Pure Revenge’:
A Response

Robert C. Solomon’

Abstract Vengeance is sometimes justified, contrary to what Arindam Chakrabarti
argues. The legitimacy of vengeance depends very much on the culture in which it
is embedded. In “honor” cultures (as opposed to “institutional” ones), vengeance is
typically prima facie legitimate and justifiable (if not necessarily justified). Even in
institutional societies, many contexts are still bound up with honor, and vengeance
still plays a role (if not a violent one) in these contexts. Chakrabarti stresses the
opposition between “revenge approvers” and “revenge denouncers,” but there is a
vast area between these extreme positions. Accordingly, when one is motivated by
revenge, one has other options besides seeking vengeance and being merciful. One,
termed here “righteous Schadenfreude,’ is taking satisfaction when harm occurs to
someone who has offended one, directly or indirectly. Righteous Schadenfreude is
much more common than vengeance as such, and it is innocent of the most serious
charges brought against vengeance (both in terms of deontology and in terms of bad
consequences).

To start, let me express my thanks to Arindam Chakrabarti and point out the extent
to which, despite his provocative thesis, we are on the same side.! His thesis is that
I am a defender of vengeance, while he is opposed to it. But we agree that ven-
geance, which is rarely taken seriously by moral philosophers, is indeed a serious
moral concern. We also agree that vengeance involves emotions that have substantial

[Editors’ note:] This response was presented on December 29, 2006, only a few days before Bob’s
death. What we present here is an edited version of the commentary he sent to Arindam Chakrabarti
as a “very rough draft,” not to be “taken as gospel.”

"My thanks to Arindam Chakrabarti and Tamler Sommers for their contributions to my thinking.

R.C. Solomon
(Deceased)

K. Higgins and D. Sherman (eds.), Passion, Death, and Spirituality, 55
Sophia Studies in Cross-cultural Philosophy of Traditions and Cultures 1,
DOI 10.1007/978-94-007-4650-3_5, © Springer Science+Business Media Dordrecht 2012
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cognitive and evaluative content, what these days might be called “emotional
intelligence,” even if I have a lot more respect for that intelligence than Arindam
does. We also agree that vengeance has a phenomenology, that it is a way of being
in the world and a way of interpreting what happens to us in the world and what we
should do about it, and we both “recognize [that] revenge [is] an ineliminable part
of the of the human motivational structure.” We also agree that an admirable but rare
alternative to vengeance is the “above all, do no harm” response advocated by sev-
eral of the “wisdom traditions” both west and east—in Plato, for example, and in the
Mahabharata, which urges us to “resist the revenge-impulse.” This is, I agree, “a
unique ‘human’ excellence” and we do not disagree about what is admirable or
virtuous.

The pressing question that separates Arindam and me is whether vengeance is
ever legitimate or justified. (These are quite different, the first political, the second
moral or prudential.) My answer is yes, it is. Arindam’s answer is, no. (He tells us,
“Pure, unmixed vengeance remains a vice, an emotional error.”) So it looks as
though we have a real disagreement. But that is not the whole of it.

In this brief comment, I want to restrict myself to two points. The first is that the
legitimacy of vengeance depends very much on the culture in which it is embedded.
The second is that there is a variation on the vengeance theme that is much more
common than vengeance as such, which is innocent of the most serious charges
against vengeance (both in terms of deontology and in terms of bad consequences),
and has been virtually ignored in the philosophical literature. I don’t have a proper
name for it yet, but “righteous Schadenfreude” will do as a placeholder.

Two Sorts of Societies

One can find situations in which vengeance is legitimate, politically and morally,
but in which, for various reasons, it might still be a very poor strategy. It might have
disastrous consequences and might even include one’s own demise. (The Chinese
have a saying, “If you seek revenge, dig two graves.”) There are, of course, various
schema for deciding whether vengeance should be pursued, whether or not it is war-
ranted, and what “warrant” amounts to. We can raise the deontological question of
whether vengeance is ever justified, that is, whether it can be justified according to
a rational moral principle. (Kant insists that punishment—retribution—is a rational
duty, but he thinks that vengeance is at best amoral if not immoral because it is an
inclination, so he is a problematic guide on this issue.) We can consider the utilitar-
ian question of whether vengeance as pursued in this or that particular case is best
for all concerned. (Rule-utilitarians might ask whether vengeance could be defended
as a general rule, but this has always struck me as contrary to the particularist spirit
of utilitarian philosophy.) And then we might raise what these days would be called
the virtue ethical question, although, as Arindam nicely illustrates with his refer-
ences to Plato and the Mahabhdrata, this is in fact a very ancient line of inquiry.
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Arindam seems to choose virtue ethics in his plan of attack (“Is desire for revenge a
noble feeling or an abject one?”), despite the fact that his aim is to defend, on deon-
tological grounds, the thesis that vengeance is never justified. I think that this is the
right way to discuss the question of vengeance, but I have doubts about Arindam’s
conclusion. (We seem to agree that utilitarian arguments alone do not capture either
what is wrong or what is right about vengeance.)

My main objection to Arindam’s plan of attack is that it oddly ignores the social-
cultural-institutional context of vengeance. It is, I think, hopelessly individualistic.
This is odd because Arindam of all people is exquisitely sensitive to social-cultural
concerns. Virtue ethics, too, tends to be sensitive to social-cultural context, the idea
being that what counts as a virtue is largely determined by its appropriateness to
context. As Plato famously argues, it is wrong to give back weapons owed to a
madman. But perhaps there are cultures in which pursuing vengeance is a virtue
rather than a vice. Indeed, Plato was responding to one, the Homeric warrior culture.
(Of course, in order to count as a virtue the effort must be successful and carried out
well. Usually this would mean getting one’s revenge on the battlefield. It would be
both vicious and cowardly to merely stab your enemy in the back.) It is exemplary
that both Plato and the Vedic literature challenge the on-going culture, but it is
significant that they both hold onto a metaphysical anchor beyond the culture. In the
Mahabharata, Yudhisthira appeals to dharma despite the fact that his unmanly vir-
tue fails to satisfy either the local culture or his wife’s expectations. Plato, of course,
has the World of Being to appeal to. Nevertheless, it seems to me that one cannot
easily override the local culture, and although one might heroically appeal to super-
human eidé or dharma, the question of the legitimacy and justification of vengeance
is first of all a cultural question.

My objection to Arindam’s general argument turns on one particular social-cultural
concern. It makes a huge difference whether one is arguing within a social context
that one might describe as “honor-defined” (or simply as “an honor society”) and
another that might be described as “institutional.” (I confess that I have not made
this distinction clear enough in my several essays on the subject of vengeance, and
I owe a considerable debt to Tamler Sommers for clarifying it for me and spurring
my interest (Sommers 2009).) Honor societies tend to be closely focused on fami-
lies, groups, communities, and “tribes,” although one should be careful not to
assume that they are therefore more primitive than other societies. (Ancient Athens
was an example of such a society, and so would be modern Japan.) Institutional
societies are those in which the civil law trumps such loyalties.

It should be obvious that the two models overlap and are not usually or easily
distinguished. One might have an honor society (or lots of honor societies) within
the confines of a legal framework, and one can develop all sorts of legal institutions
within an honor society. Boy Scout troops, the Marine Corps, sororities and fraternities,
the American Philosophical Association, scientific societies, and clubs for sports
fans might be considered honor societies, but in my country they are governed by
the laws of the United States. (It is not irrelevant to the argument that our Founding
Fathers described the political structure that they instituted as “a government of
laws, not men.”) The legal framework puts certain constraints on such organizations,
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but within those restrictions, they are free to defend their “honor” (whatever that
might mean in their very different contexts) as they choose.

On the other hand, legal institutions can (and usually do) develop within honor
societies. Looking outside the United States, the legal institutions of modern Japan,
by any measure a model of modern civilized society, can be shown to have devel-
oped within a traditional honor society. Honor and shame are still the most salient
categories in Japanese ethics, while “legal” and “illegal” tend to be subsidiary
notions (it is shameful to break the law). In the United States, by contrast, shame
and honor are taken to be rather quaint notions, especially where the legal system is
concerned. (How many CEOs of corrupt, lawbreaking companies in the United
States resign in shame, as would almost any Japanese CEO in a similar position?
Conversely, how often do we hear in defense of truly shameful behavior, “well,
there was nothing illegal about it,” as if that alone were the last word?)

My suggestion, following Sommers, is that in honor societies vengeance tends to
be prima facie legitimate and justifiable, governed by the particular culture and the
circumstances. This is not to imply that such vengeance is justified, needless to say;
that depends on the merits of the particular case. But the notion of justifiable revenge
is not to be simply dismissed on a priori grounds. Indeed, in honor societies ven-
geance may even be obligatory and, therefore, by cultural standards, virtuous.

In institutional societies, by contrast, there is an a priori and general argument to
the effect that vengeance is not legitimate, at least when it conflicts with legal pro-
cess. Vengeance is personal, but justice is not. (The blindfold on the statue of Justice
represents the irrelevance of the personal.) Punishment must be sanctioned by law.
Thus lynch mobs and vigilante groups, even if their actions were defensible on the
basis of incontestable facts, are illegitimate. Capital punishment is the exclusive
province of the state. So, too, only the state can put criminals in prison. No matter
what the grounds, private citizens are not allowed to imprison others. Military tribu-
nals, we are now coming to realize, must be carried out with the same legal protec-
tions that prevail in the civilian judiciary system. Personal vendettas, even if they
would be legitimate and justified within the context of one or another honor society,
are permissible only with the sanction of the state in institutional societies. Civil law
suits may explicitly be acts of vengeance. (The second O.J. Simpson trial, it was
widely commented, obtained vengeance for the family of Nicole Simpson, bank-
rupting the [allegedly] murderous husband, even when the usual form of legal pun-
ishment, a jail sentence or the death penalty, had been denied. People often sue for
damages—as well as “for pain and suffering”—explicitly as a way of “getting even,”
even when it is transparent that nothing of the sort is achieved.) However, in the
context of such vindictive suits, the coercive transfer of money (whether by way of
compensation or for punitive damages) is legitimate only because it is ordered by
the Court. (Of course, such transfers may take place by mutual consent without the
intermediary of the law, but that is usually in anticipation of what the law might
command.)

In the case of legal punishment in criminal cases, it is an open question whether
and to what extent a desire for revenge on the part of the aggrieved (the surviving
victims of a crime) should enter into or be considered by the courts, judges, and juries.
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Not long ago, it was argued that there should be no such considerations; vengeance
is personal and not part of the law. More recently, “victims rights” organizations
have argued, among other things, that the desire for vengeance ought to be taken
into account both with regard to the guilt of the accused and sentencing. This is
what I argue in the essays cited by Arindam.

But Arindam’s argument, while he focuses on my contribution to a book on law
and emotion (Solomon 1999), is a much broader campaign against vengeance. He
takes the pursuit of vengeance to be a personal vice. And this is true whether or not
it is pursued within an institutional society or any legal context. Vengeance need not
preempt the law to be illegitimate. It is the motive itself that is vicious. Within the
legal frameworks of states and counties in the United States, many circumstances
involve some kinds of personal transgression and/or some kind of revenge. The law
may provide limits and constraints on our behavior (for instance, it forbids our killing
people), but it does not speak to the legitimacy or justifiability of acts of vengeance
within the bounds of law. (Here is one source of the distinction between legitimacy
and justification.) A professor may well respond to a flagrant public insult by an
academic colleague by humiliating him in public, thus getting his revenge, but the
question of whether this is wise or warranted is not settled by any institutional con-
siderations, including the rules and policies of academic institutions. In a United
States court case several years ago, the court decided that the law provided no pro-
tection for a controversial professor who had been publically criticized—but not in
legal terms “harassed”—by his colleagues. Arindam would condemn such behavior
and the mindset that motivated it. I would say, at least in some cases, “well-done and
much-deserved.” (Does that make me a bad person?)

If we are looking at what I am calling honor societies, we need to take a very
different perspective. Mediterranean honor cultures, for instance, also have legal
institutions and frameworks, and these often come into conflict with traditional
expectations and customs regarding honor and vengeance. “Honor killings” are ille-
gal in most of these societies, but this legal prohibition does not seem to be very
effective in preventing them. In the Mahdabharata, the least of Yudhisthira’s worries
should be his wife’s dissatisfactions. He is required by dharma to seek revenge. A man
who does not avenge the rape of his sister or the murder of his brother does not dare
show his face in society. Tamler Sommers quotes a Corsican,

Whoever hesitates to revenge himself, said Gregorovius in 1854, is the target of the whis-
perings of his relatives and the insults of strangers, who reproach him publicly for his
cowardice. In Corsica, the man who has not avenged his father, an assassinated relative or
a deceived daughter can no longer appear in public. Nobody speaks to him; he has to remain
silent (Busquet 1920: 357-358).

Now one might well argue, despite my previous warning, that such societies are
“primitive” and therefore not to be taken seriously as models of morality. And in
some cases, | would endorse such a view, not because of the practice of vengeance
as such but because of a more general lawlessness, or because of the societies’ intol-
erance and their crude attitudes towards women and children. However, I also think
that some of the ingredients that motivate revenge and define honor societies are in
dangerous decline in institutional societies: honor and shame, most obviously, but
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also a broad range of moral emotions, such as a sense of human dignity and what we
might describe as “the feeling that one matters.” It is for that reason that I want to
give vengeance its due. I would not defend lynch mobs and vigilante groups, to be
sure, but I do believe that institutions flourish only insofar as they incorporate and
to some extent satisfy personal emotions. And I think that vengeance, whether or
not it is ever legitimate in itself and whether or not there are other, better ways of
satisfying the emotions that drive it, represents a conception of justice (yes, justice)
that cannot and should not be dismissed, as Arindam seems to insist upon.

Vengeance, whatever else it might be, is an expression of human dignity (family
honor, personal pride) and an affirmation of “the feeling that one matters.” Many
people report a sense of immense satisfaction when they have gotten revenge
(assuming, as Aristotle rightly demands, that vengeance is warranted, measured,
and appropriate). Most people get some satisfaction, although at one removed, when
someone else avenges a wrong committed against them, a friend or a relative or
sometimes even a stranger. So there is a very real psychological question—and it is
a psychological more than a philosophical question—of whether that same sense of
satisfaction can be brought about when it is the impersonal “machinery of the law”
that applies the relevant punishment, quite independently of any personal feelings
or desires. A partial answer to this question is a philosophical answer: punishment
will not be personally satisfying (and here we are not just talking about the feeling
of satisfaction) if the victim and his or her distress are explicitly excluded from the
proceedings.

It is not my intent to celebrate honor societies, much less the barbaric codes of
conduct that accompany the sense of honor in certain parts of the world. My argu-
ment is geared more towards such sophisticated cultures as ancient Athens, ancient
India, and modern Japan. But the existence of more primitive honor societies is
instructive. One might think of them as more “distilled” or “pure” instances of a
form in which shame and honor, and consequently vengeance, play a central role in
the structure of a society not served or not served well enough by the legal institu-
tions that relegate such emotions and behavior to secondary status in institutional
societies.

One might also note that when institutional societies break down, they often
revert to a vengeance paradigm. One thinks today of Iraq after the American “lib-
eration,” or the city of New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina and the ensuing flood
destroyed all vestiges of legal authority along with so much else. Such situations are
usually described as “utter chaos,” but this is sociologically obtuse. In the absence
of any legitimate legal institutions, the social world shrinks to the size of one’s
immediate family and neighborhood or, in the cases of Iraq and New Orleans, one’s
sect or gang. The violence was and is not “indiscriminate” (despite the impossibility
of predicting the damage caused by improvised bombs or the “collateral damage”
caused by inexpert use of automatic weapons). Such violence is, at least by intention,
directed, by way of revenge, at precisely those who have wronged you.

So too in times of war, in the absence of authority or in the midst of urgent life-
and-death situations, justice tends to be immediate and without principle. Reprisals
tend to be the coinage of justice in war. (The terrific Australian movie Breaker
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Morant shows an excellent understanding of the dilemma of soldiers in such a
situation.) Vengeance is often a product of impatience or despair when there is no
effective higher power. People who believe in a just and ultimately rewarding and
punishing God encourage one another to abstain from vengeful behavior, but per-
haps only for the reason that wrongs will surely be avenged in the future. When
government has broken down or become so weak or corrupted that the law is no
longer a dependable dispenser of justice, vengeful behavior (and vigilante groups)
are likely to proliferate. In such circumstances as in honor societies, vengeance may
not only seem legitimate and justifiable, but obligatory. Arindam will certainly dis-
agree with this. I, too, find such phenomena extremely disturbing, but I am more
willing, perhaps, to say “this is how people behave in such circumstances,” so we
should try as hard as we can, through good government, to avoid bringing such
situations about.

The idea that vengeance might not only be legitimate and justifiable, but obligatory
receives support from a most unexpected source, Immanuel Kant. Kant expresses
the point in a problematic way, since he rather rigidly separates reason and duty
from the inclinations (of which the desire for vengeance would be a prime example).
Nevertheless, he famously writes,

But whoever has committed murder, must die. There is, in this case, no juridical substitute or
surrogate that can be given or taken for the satisfaction of justice... Even if a civil society
resolved to dissolve itself with the consent of all its members—as might be supposed in the
case of a people inhabiting an island resolving to separate and scatter themselves throughout
the whole world—the last murderer lying in prison ought to be executed before the resolution
was carried out. This ought to be done in order that everyone may realize the desert of his
deeds, and that blood-guiltiness may not remain upon the people; for otherwise they might all
be regarded as participators in the murder as a public violation of justice (Kant 1996: 158).

To be sure, Kant would turn in his grave at the thought that he is capturing some-
thing important about the sociology of vengeance, but I think that he is right to insist
that vengeance may, in certain extreme circumstances, become a moral duty and
obligatory. Most readers of this passage recoil in horror at the extremity of Kant’s
position, as they might also recoil in horror at the defense of such behavior in the
name of reason. But if I am right about this, what Kant sees is how vengeance might
become a moral duty in circumstances in which legal institutions and much of what
we call reason has broken down.

I will now proceed through the several sections of Arindam’s presentation. The
contours of my argument are already apparent. Culture makes a difference. There
may be very few “pure” honor societies (and they might well fill us with horror), but
within these societies vengeance may be both legitimate and justifiable. But there
are also cultures defined by legal institutions in which the role of vengeance is not
so clear. I argue that vengeance still has a role to play. (I have not argued here what
I have argued extensively elsewhere—since Arindam seems to be in agreement with
it—that vengeance is something of a “natural” moral response to intentional harm,
granting that this claim requires serious qualification). It is admirable that both Plato
and the Mahabharata (and now Arindam as well) take on the whole of society
insofar as society embraces rather than rejects vengeance. I think Arindam is also
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correct in his diagnosis of a great deal of current thinking, that vengeance is tempered
by forgiveness. But one can reject the former without embracing the latter.

We do not live in an honor society, to be sure, so I think that Arindam is correct
to insist that the warrant and justification of legal punishment should not be con-
strued solely as an expression of vengeance. (He attributes some terrible arguments
to me in this regard.) However, we live in a society in which many contexts are
bound up with honor, both group honor and personal honor, and the legitimacy and
justification of vengeance in such contexts is by no means to be glibly dismissed.
Arindam argues that it is a serious flaw in one’s character to give in to the desire for
vengeance, admitting that such desires exist and leaving open the question of
whether the desires themselves are ever justifiable; but I think that this is a topic for
serious debate. Insofar as the law’s imposition of punishment on those who have
offended us give expression to personal desires for vengeance, a serious question
can be raised about the extent (if any) to which these desires should influence the
law’s decision to punish. If the law acts as agent for the aggrieved, then this would
be so. But typically, a crime against an individual is tried as “The State v. [the criminal].”
Nowhere is the identity of the victim even relevant. (Thus the nature of the crime is
breaking the law, not inflicting harm on the victim.)

In his analysis of revenge, I think Arindam dwells too much on the extreme and
violent forms of vengeance, the sort that is emphasized in the Old Testament: “an
eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth...”(Ex. 21:23-25), and ultimately, a life for a life.
As I have already suggested, there are all sorts of more or less civilized examples of
vengeance that do not involve violence and are clearly within the constraints of the
law, humiliating an obnoxious colleague being one of them. Sorority sisters snub
one another in return for a prior snub, refuse to invite each other to parties in return
for not being invited to a previous party, spread nasty rumors about one another in
return for some other slight or humiliation. (When Tony Bennett sings, “Revenge is
sweet,” he is presumably not praising murder.)

Vengeance is bound to seem barbaric to us if we focus only on brutality and
violence. But it takes on a much more human and civilized face when we focus on
everyday tit-for-tat responses. (Indeed, such acts are only comprehensible within a
well-defined civilized culture.) Not that such human, all too human responses are
therefore justifiable, needless to say, for we may well judge such behavior as petty,
mean-spirited, and detrimental to the very relationships that are supposedly at
stake. Vengeance might be condemned, at least in such cases, as betraying poor
character, bringing the focus back to virtue ethical considerations. (The utilitarian
consequences of such behavior, by contrast, will typically be insignificant.) The pet-
tiness of these quotidian acts of vengeance perhaps explains the attraction of the
more dramatic life-for-a-life type cases that usually populate discussions of vengeance
(as well as the more global and literally earth-shattering cases such as depicted in
the—surprisingly good—film V for Vendetta). No one can simply dismiss the venge-
ful responses of someone whose life has been destroyed by an evil dictator, though
one might well ask to what extent our favorable reactions to such vengeance are
driven by our repulsion to evil and dictatorships, and not instances of approving of
vengeance itself.
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Righteous Schadenfreude: An Alternative to Revenge
and Forgiveness

I hope I have already laid the basis for insisting that the real debate about vengeance
is not a contest between “vengeance approvers” and “vengeance denouncers.” There
may well be people who would approve of certain acts of vengeance, but I doubt if
anyone would insist that, across the board, getting revenge is a good thing. Even
those who applaud certain acts of vengeance might well concede that vengeance,
even when justified, is the wrong thing to do. Most of us, I think, are of the opinion
“yes, but...,” opening up a rich territory of reasons, justifications, and excuses that
lie between approval and denunciation.

I gather that Arindam considers himself to be among the vengeance denouncers.
This position is just what I want to question—not whether such a stance is intelligible
(it obviously is), but whether it is defensibly human, as opposed to saintly. One can
refrain from getting revenge, even when it is at hand, and one can do so, as Arindam
has argued, without advocating forgiveness. I think that this is a good point, although
Arindam does somewhat overstate my own defense of revenge as a “natural”
response to offense and harm. But I think that Arindam leaves something out, as
does most of the literature on revenge.

To put the point simply, the perspective almost always taken up—whether by
way of attack or defense—is what I would call the heroic perspective (borrowed
from the classic literature—Greek, Indic, Norse—in which revenge plays such a
central role). The key to the heroic perspective is that the hero (or in any case, the
offended agent) takes revenge, he or she does the vengeful deed. Indeed, the very
meaning of the word “revenge” might be argued to demand such action. One might
avenge someone else (for example, someone who is the now deceased victim of
wrongdoing), and similarly one might be avenged by another (a “hero,” as I am
using that term here, not sympathetically). (One may or may not be knowledgeable
about or party to the avenging, but insofar as one is involved, it probably counts as
revenge). The basic idea is that revenge is an action, something one does (or “takes”),
in return for some slight or offense.

The alternative, as it is usually stated, is some variation of mercy (having the
right to revenge but not taking it), forgiveness (having the right to revenge but in
some sense canceling out the offense while nevertheless regarding it as serious), or
forgetting (whether dismissing the offense as unimportant or just letting it slip one’s
mind). But there is another possibility, probably much more common and much less
commented upon. It is the joy or satisfaction one gets from seeing (or hearing of)
harm that has been done or has happened to some one who has offended you,
whether directly or indirectly. One feels even better if there is some “poetic” ele-
ment, some fittingness to the resultant harm. The important point is that there must
be a direct link between the joy and the offense, although one has no hand in the
subsequent harm, which would clearly be revenge if one had perpetrated it. How
should we judge this? We might well agree that returning evil for evil is in every case
wrong, if not because it is on the face of it another instance of wrongdoing, then
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because of the consequences (deontological and utilitarian objections respectively).
But suppose one had no hand in causing the harm. The offender just happens to be
crushed by a falling building (best, it is the building he contracted with rigged con-
tracts and shoddy construction) or gets killed in the very trap he had set up for the
intended victim (a favorite in film noir movies, for example, The Big Sleep).

Thus the Ella Fitzgerald’s revenge love song, “Goody Goody,” revels in the fact
that the beloved who dumped her has gotten dumped in turn. Notice that this is not
exactly revenge, and it is in the nature of the case that the wounded victim does
nothing but watch bitterly from the sidelines. What is this phenomenon? And how
do we evaluate it? Since there is no action and no agency, there is no blame, in the
usual sense. But from another point of view, the virtuous point of view, feeling joy
or satisfaction in such circumstances, enjoying the harm or hurt of another person,
would seem to count heavily against one’s virtue. No doubt a saint would feel no
such emotion. But we (most of us anyway) are not saints. Is it legitimate or justified
to feel such emotions? Here, I think, is where Arindam’s view and mine come to
virtual blows, not with respect to what is ideal or what would make a person saintly,
but regarding what would be normal and acceptable, even if “human, all too human.”

Here is where the distinction between righteous and ordinary Schadenfreude
comes into play. Ordinary Schadenfreude is typically rather grubby, petty, and
mean-spirited, as when the prettiest girl in the class gets hit in the face by an icy
snowball or the smartest student gets an “F” for bad paper formatting. The harms in
question cannot be construed as appropriate to anything that can justifiably be cited
as a wrong or an offense on the part of the person harmed. Glee over these misfor-
tunes might stem from a general bitterness—some people enjoy Schadenfreude as
their primary form of entertainment. Or it might be a result of a general dislike of
the victim, or the dislike of a whole group to which the victim belongs. Righteous
Schadenfreude, however, like legitimate retribution (which is sharply distinguished
from vengeance by many authors), presumes a more objective point of view. The
difference between retribution and vengeance, I would argue, is not that the former
is institutional and the latter merely emotional, but rather that retribution involves
the social confirmation of a personal emotion. The one is an embellishment and
enrichment of the other, not its antithesis.

Legal institutions and rules of punishment provide the most obvious examples of
social confirmation of vindictive emotion, but honor societies have their own extra-
legal forms of social confirmation that pay more attention to local mores. Thus we
might say that righteous Schadenfreude differs from ordinary Schadenfreude in
involving fitting comeuppance both from the offended party’s point of view and
from some larger social point of view. The scope of the “social” needs to be further
clarified, for this confirmation will be only virtual in most cases. One great advan-
tage of righteous Schadenfreude over vengeance is that Schadenfreude need not
involve any public declaration or display. The vengeful victor, Achilles may roar in
glory over Hector’s dead body—indeed, his vengeance would not be complete with-
out doing this (or overdoing it, as it turns out), but someone can enjoy his or her
Schadenfreude utterly in private, betrayed, perhaps, only by a sly smile at an inop-
portune moment. Righteous Schadenfreude is distinguished, at least in theory, by
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the fact that it can (or could) objectively be defended by the same sort of argument
that we employ in justifying any sort of punishment or vengeance, namely, “he got
what he deserved.”

I would only add that this raises some interesting questions about the satisfaction
of emotions. I would not argue that all emotions have conditions of satisfaction, but
surely some do. Anger is one of them. We speak quite easily of satisfying one’s
anger (as of satisfying one’s “thirst for revenge”). The linkage between emotion and
desire is an intimate one. However, I do not think that the satisfaction of an emotion
is the same thing as the satisfaction of a component desire. But let me leave this
tantalizing topic for another occasion.
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Chapter 6
Sentimentality in Life and Literature

Jenefer Robinson
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Abstract In his paper “In Defense of Sentimentality” in the book of the same
name, Robert Solomon aims to rehabilitate the concept of sentimentality both in life
and in literature, and to defend it against its many critics. He argues that the root
sense of “sentimentality” is simply “an expression of and appeal to the tender emo-
tions” and that the most common criticisms of sentimentality as a kind of emotional
affectation, falsity, or self-indulgence fail. In this paper I argue that the critics are
right to say that sentimentality in real life can be ethically problematic, but that
Solomon is right to say that sentimental responses to sentimental literature are (usually)
ethically harmless. It’s true that sentimental literature is not usually “great literature.”
Its goal is usually pleasure rather than increasing our moral understanding, and
partly for this reason it may not be as aesthetically valuable as the great realist
novels of George Eliot, Henry James and company. On the other hand, Solomon is
quite right to argue that sentimental novels serve an important ethical function in
promoting what literary scholar Robyn Warhol calls the “effeminate” virtues of
tenderness and compassion.

Introduction

In his paper “In Defense of Sentimentality” in the book of the same name, Robert
Solomon mounts an attempt to rehabilitate the concept of sentimentality, both in life
and in literature, and to defend it against its many critics. He argues that the root
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sense of “sentimentality” is simply “an expression of and appeal to the tender emotions”
and that the most common criticisms of sentimentality as a kind of emotional
affectation or self-indulgence fail (Solomon 2004a).

In this essay I will argue that with respect to situations in life, Solomon overstates
his case: the term ‘sentimentality’ does have the positive meaning Solomon ascribes
to it, but it is also correctly used in a negative sense. [ will suggest that the negative
meaning or meanings of ‘sentimentality’ correspond to ethical flaws to which the tender
emotions are particularly susceptible, although sentimentality in the negative sense
is not confined to the tender emotions. However, when we turn to literature the
situation is very different. When Solomon argues there’s “nothing wrong” with sen-
timentality in literature and that the tender emotions evoked by sentimental literature
can be a force for good, I believe he is largely right. For most people in most
situations, sentimental literature is ethically harmless and may even be ethically
positive. But, although ethically respectable, sentimental literature is not the highest
form of literature from an aesthetic point of view. The greatest works of realist
literature avoid the simplistic stereotypes that sentimental literature characteristically
employs. Nevertheless, given their much wider currency, sentimental novels may be
a more powerful force for good than more aesthetically valuable novels. Moreover,
sentimental novels and films typically endorse what Robyn Warhol calls “effeminate”
values of tenderness and hopefulness that may be “mythologies” but are nonetheless
ethically valuable. Like Warhol, Solomon advocates for these values and is to be
applauded for doing so.

Defending the Tender Emotions

As Solomon rightly notes, the word “sentiment” has a noble heritage in the moral
sentiment theory that flourished in the eighteenth century with Hume, Hutcheson,
Burke, Adam Smith and others, and was taken up by thinkers of the French
Enlightenment such as Rousseau. “A man of sentiment” was a man of fine feeling,
and this was a good thing to be. This positive sense of “sentimental” is still current.'
Thus we might say of a person that she is more sentimental than her sister because
she, unlike the sister, is more emotionally sensitive and empathetic. Perhaps, for
example, she has more tender memories of their less than ideal father, sympathizes
with him, tends his grave, and speaks of him with affection and respect. Similarly,
Marcia Eaton imagines a television anchorman tearing up on screen after a par-
ticularly affecting story and excusing himself by saying he is “sentimental,” meaning
simply that he is emotionally sensitive and has tender feelings (see Eaton 1989: 270).

'"Thanks to Kathleen Higgins for insisting on this point in her comments on an earlier version of
this paper, read at the American Society for Aesthetics Pacific Division meeting, April 2008. I am
very grateful to Professor Higgins’s insightful comments, which led me to make extensive
revisions to my paper.
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But the term “sentimental” is often also used as a term of abuse. In this sense sen-
timentality is “the name of a deficiency or a weakness,” a defect in moral character
(Solomon 2004a: 4). Marcia Eaton documents “the earliest undisputed use of ‘senti-
mental’” in a 1749 letter from Mrs. Balfour (Lady Bradshagel) to Samuel Richardson,
where the term clearly has positive connotations, comprehending “everything clever
and agreeable” (Eaton 1989: 270. See Sprague 1933). But Eaton notes that already by
1785 the term is used in a derogatory sense by Henry Mackenzie in The Lounger,
where “refined sentimentalists” are described as “content with talking of virtues which
they never practice, who pay in words what they owe in actions” (p. 270).2

So how are we to define sentimentality, as a virtue or as a vice? In line with the
eighteenth century moral sentiment theorists, Solomon defines the ‘core’ or ‘minimal’
sense of sentimentality as “an expression of and appeal to the tender emotions,” such
as “pity, sympathy, fondness, adoration, compassion” (2004a: 9). But he acknowl-
edges the existence of other more negative definitions, the “loaded” definition in
terms of “emotional weakness or ‘excessive’ emotion,” the “diagnostic” definition
“in terms of emotional self-indulgence,” and the “epistemological” definition in
terms of ‘false or ‘fake’ emotions” (p. 8). These conceptions of sentimentality cor-
respond to some of the leading arguments of its critics, that sentimental emotions are
excessive or self-indulgent, and that they are false in some way.?

Solomon argues that these criticisms of sentimentality are criticisms of the
tender emotions themselves, indeed indirectly of emotions themselves. It is after all
a common belief in our culture that emotions — as opposed to reason — are signs of
weakness or excess, self-indulgence and error. According to this mythology, whereas
reason is strong and masculine and authoritative, emotion is weak, self-indulgent,
and error-prone, like the female of the species (see, e.g., Lutz 1998, ch. 1). Solomon
argues that by focusing on sentimentality in a pejorative sense, critics have brought
the tender emotions into disrepute.

Underlying Solomon’s argument is a passionate defense of the value of the
emotions in general and, in particular, the virtues of tenderness, compassion, sym-
pathy, fondness, affection and so on, which he thinks are undervalued in our culture.
Solomon claims that when sentimentality is attacked, “what is being criticized... is
all too often neither an excess of emotion nor a lack of hard-headed rationality, but
the very evidence of emotion as such” (2004a: ix). Again: “Our disdain for senti-
mentality is the rationalist’s discomfort with any display of emotion, warranted as
well as unwarranted, appropriate as well as inappropriate” (p. 4). And he retorts that
“if the tender emotions ... are thought to be not only ethically irrelevant but also
ethically undesirable, then it is not sentimentality that should be called into question

2 As she notes, this remark anticipates Oscar Wilde’s widely quoted description of sentimentality
as “[having] the luxury of an emotion without paying for it.” See also footnote 11.

3Newman (2008) has criticized Solomon’s definition of sentimentality on the grounds that it fails
to explain how the positive concept of sentimentality relates to these other more negative concepts.
But, as I will argue shortly, Solomon could respond that sentimental emotions in the bad sense are
tender (or other) emotions that are evoked in inappropriate circumstances of certain kinds.
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but the conception of ethics that would dictate such an inhuman response” (p. 9).*
He also defends sentimentality in literature and the other arts: there is nothing wrong
with arousing emotions, including the tender emotions, and nothing wrong with a
“good cry” over a sentimental novel or film. Indeed, there is something badly wrong
with artworks that fail to touch our emotions, however skillfully crafted they may be
or however cleverly they deconstruct themselves.

Now, emotions are not in general either good or bad in themselves. As Aristotle
said long ago, the virtuous person is one who feels the right emotion in the right
degree for the right object for the right reason. Some emotions might seem to be
always vices, such as envy, hatred, or anger, but admiring envy can be a spur to
virtue, while hatred of the genuinely hateful and anger at what is genuinely offensive
are reasonable and just. Even compassion can be excessive or misplaced. On the
other hand, it is the tender emotions that come closest to being virtues. Even when
compassion, love or sympathy is excessive or misplaced, it is usually harmless. If I feel
excessive compassion for my car that has to drive me around for such long hours on
very bumpy roads, this might be foolish but in itself it is hardly unethical.

Solomon seems to agree with Aristotle when he admits that he doesn’t “want to
argue that sentimentality (or emotions in general [sic]) is ‘good in itself’” (2004a: 11),
because “whether a particular emotion is ‘appropriate’ depends upon the situation,
including the object and nature of the emotion in question, the identity and character
of the person having the emotion, and the overall social context” (p. 11). But he is
also very insistent that there is basically “nothing wrong with sentimentality,” (p. 4)
which seems to imply that the tender emotions are in normal cases ethically posi-
tive, or at worst neutral. He argues that “though one can manipulate and abuse such
feelings (including one’s own), and though they can on occasion be misdirected or
excessive, there is nothing wrong with them as such...” (p. 4). Or again: “We can
agree that certain sentiments and sentimentality can be inappropriate and excessive
without granting that sentiments and sentimentality are immoral or pathological as
such...” (p. 7). But no emotions are “immoral or pathological as such,” and all emo-
tions can be “inappropriate and excessive’” at times.

Solomon is quite right to praise the tender emotions as essential to a healthy
emotional and ethical life. And he is probably right that most of the time “there is
nothing wrong with sentimentality,” defined as “an appeal to tender feelings.” What
I want to deny is that there is “nothing wrong” with sentimentality even when it is
defined pejoratively. Solomon argues that the so-called ethical flaws, such as “falsity”
and “self-indulgence,” of which the tender emotions have been accused, are not
flaws after all. But, as I will show, when we are talking about real life (as opposed
to sentimental literature) sentimentality does refer to certain ethical flaws, flaws to
which the tender emotions are especially prone. It is comforting to see the world
through rose-colored glasses, i.e., to distort or falsify the way the world appears in
order to feel tender about it. This is the accusation that the tender emotions have a
false or distorted object. Because the tender emotions are usually virtuous, they

4Solomon blames Immanuel Kant for the anti-emotion stance in ethics.
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make us feel good and they make us feel good about ourselves. Hence it is easy to
indulge them just because they make us feel good. This is the accusation of self-
indulgence. And because it is so much more pleasant to feel tender and to feel good
about oneself for feeling tender than it is to actually do anything, there is less moti-
vation to actually perform any tender actions. This is the accusation of failing to
make one’s actions fit one’s feelings. In short, I suggest that the tender emotions are
peculiarly susceptible to certain flaws, which critics of sentimentality have rightly
identified.

When Solomon argues that there is “nothing wrong” with sentimentality, he is
largely right if by ‘sentimentality’ he means an appeal to the tender emotions when
they have the right object for the right reason in the right degree. But when he argues
that there is nothing wrong with the distortion, failure to act, and self-indulgence
that are the flaws to which the tender emotions are prone, he is going too far.

Interestingly, most of the examples Solomon presents to rebut the case against
sentimentality draw upon examples from sentimentality in literature and the senti-
mental responses that sentimental plots and characters aim to evoke, rather than
from sentimentality in life situations. I think this is highly significant. As we will
see, many of the arguments against sentimentality in real life have little force against
sentimentality in literature and film.

The Ethics of Sentimentality in Real Life

Solomon argues that the accusations against the tender emotions on which the
various pejorative senses of ‘sentimentality” are based are in fact unjustified: (1) All
emotions “falsify” or “distort” in a certain sense, so there is nothing wrong with
the tender emotions that is not just as much of a problem for every other emotion.
(2) There is nothing wrong with the so-called “self-indulgence” of tender emotions.
(3) And although sentimental people may, as Michael Tanner argues, “avoid following
up their responses with appropriate actions” (Tanner 1976-1977: 140, emphasis
removed), all emotions are subject to similar “hypocrisy, self-deception, and incon-
tinence” (Solomon 2004a: 13). In short, Solomon argues that either there is “nothing
wrong” with sentimentality as a moral trait, or, if there is something wrong, it is
nothing that other emotions don’t suffer from as well.

(1) Falsity. Solomon says that “[t]he most common charge against sentimentality is
that it involves false emotion” (2004a: 14). Mark Jefferson, for example, criticizes
sentimentality as “[involving] attachment to a distorted series of beliefs” (Jefferson
1983: 526). The “fictions that sustain sentimentality”” emphasize “such things as the
sweetness, dearness, littleness, blamelessness, and vulnerability of the emotions’
objects” (pp. 526-527). He claims that “[t]he simplistic appraisal necessary to
sentimentality is also a direct impairment to the moral vision taken of its objects”
(p. 527), and while this may sometimes be “harmless,” the danger is that sentimen-
tality, once allowed, will “naturally [extend] itself elsewhere” and affect “one’s



72 J. Robinson

moral vision” of other things too (p. 527). There are two objections to this dire view
of the matter. First, on the face of it, there seems little wrong with emphasizing the
sweet, the blameless and the vulnerable, and second, there is no reason to think that
sentimentality is a kind of virus that infects all one’s emotions even when they have
nothing to do with the sweet and the blameless.

Solomon has a different argument. He objects that even if it is true that sentimen-
tality “distorts” the world in the sense that it focuses only on the sweet, the innocent,
the vulnerable, etc., in this respect it is like every other emotion, since all emotions
take a partial viewpoint on the world: “anger only looks at the offense and fails to
take account of the virtue of the antagonist; jealousy is aware only of the threat and
not of the wit and charms of the rival...” (Solomon 2004a: 16). What Jefferson calls
the “distorted” view of reality we get from sentimental emotions is really a “‘focus’
or ‘concern,”” and all emotions focus on one aspect of a situation rather than another.
As Solomon says: “All emotions construct a perspective of reality that is specifically
suited to their natures” (p. 16). Thus the tender emotions are “specifically suited” to
the sweet, the dear, the little, the blameless, and the vulnerable. We naturally feel
tender towards babies and innocent children, towards small cuddly (non-threatening)
animals and the dear old folks at home.

But this benign picture is oversimplified. In particular, it fails to note that the
“falsification” in which sentimentality (in a negative sense) traffics is not just a
focus of attention on certain ways of seeing the world rather than others. Some ways
of seeing the world are probing and thoughtful; others are simply the result of
accepting common stereotypes. A tender emotion that is sentimentalized in the
negative sense views real children as pure, innocent, and vulnerable regardless of
what they are like as individuals. Solomon is right to argue against Jefferson that all
emotions focus attention on the world as viewed from a particular perspective,
rather than from the balanced all-things-considered viewpoint demanded by ratio-
nality and objectivity. But what he ignores is that a sentimental viewpoint ‘falsifies’
its objects insofar as it is based on viewing the world in terms of stereotypes.

It may be morally harmless, of course, to view little children as innocent and
vulnerable, but sometimes tender emotions take an inappropriate object, as when an
old soldier feels nostalgic for war: he remembers the camaraderie but forgets the
deaths and the killing.® Moreover, such falsifications are usually the result of an
unworthy motivation, namely a desire for self-gratification. This is the accusation of
self-indulgence.

(2) Self-Indulgence. Anthony Savile agrees with Jefferson that when I “sentimentalize”
an object, “something in my thought about it will be false or evidentially unjustified,”
but he thinks that these faults “do not capture [the] essence” of sentimentality (Savile
1982/2008: 337).° After all, he argues, the sentimentalist will cling to the thought on

> Solomon says that such cases — which I would say are of tender emotions with inappropriate
objects — do not constitute an indictment of the tender emotions in themselves, but, as we have
seen, he also agrees with Aristotle that there are no emotions that are good or bad in themselves.

®In his essay Solomon does not cite Savile, but he is to my mind the most sophisticated of the critics
of sentimentality.
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which the emotion rests, even when shown its falsity or lack of evidentiary support,
because “what holds the thought in place is not a desire for truth and knowledge”
but “a desire that can be satisfied by seeing the object in a false light” (p. 338),
namely a desire for some enjoyable emotion. “Where the object itself does not
properly support the thought” on which the emotion should be grounded, the
sentimentalist resorts to “projection” (p. 338). Savile has a nice example: “I may
sentimentalize the duckling I am about to eat “by falsely representing it to myself as
eagerly waiting for the pot” (p. 338), thereby enabling me to feel pleasant feelings
of benevolence and gratitude to the duckling. Here my tender feelings are inappro-
priate and rest on a “falsification” of the duckling and its “feelings.” Or I may
sentimentalize children or pets by “projecting onto them an exaggerated vulnerability
and innocence,” solely in order to be able to view myself as a person of “gentleness
and fine feeling” (p. 338). Mary Midgley agrees: “Being sentimental is misrepre-
senting the world in order to indulge our feelings” (Midgley 1979: 385).

As Savile points out, many emotions (he thinks all emotions) can be “sentimen-
talized” in this way, not just the tender emotions that Solomon emphasizes. Savile
claims that what “sentimentality” refers to is not a particular kind of feeling, but “a
mode of feeling or thought” (Savile 2008: 337. As he says, it is not only emotions
that “we experience with pleasure” (p. 338) that can be sentimentalized; a man can
be “sentimentally angry or indignant” if feeling these emotions “works to enable
him to take a gratifying view of his own character,” and one can even imagine sen-
timental jealousy or hatred if, say, “my jealousy [supports] a pleasing view of myself
as a man of grand passion” or “my hatred for some luckless neighbour [serves] to
endow me with a gratifying heroism that otherwise I would not take myself to pos-
sess.” (p. 339). In short, the sentimentalist “achieves a certain kind of gratification
by false-colouring an object in his thought” (p. 339). The peculiar kind of gratification
involved in a “sentimental fantasy” is the result of a “tendency to idealize its objects,
to present them as pure, noble, heroic, vulnerable, innocent, etc.” In summary, for
Savile “a sentimental mode of thought is typically one that idealizes its object under
the guidance of a desire for gratification and reassurance” (p. 340).

Tam not sure that “idealize” is quite the right word here. Phidias and Michelangelo
idealize the gods and heroes they represent, but their sculptures are far from senti-
mental. Jefferson’s diagnosis of “what’s wrong with sentimentality” points in the
right direction: as we saw, he claims that when tender feelings are sentimental, it is
because they are focused on the sweet, the dear, the blameless, and the vulnerable,
in other words, on stereotypes of the proper objects of tenderness, such as angelic
little girls, cuddly small animals, and the old folks at home. Given that any emotion
can be “sentimentalized,” the stereotypes will vary depending upon the emotion in
question. The man who is sentimentally indignant sees himself as embodying the
stereotype of a man of fine feeling who stands up for justice at any cost. The man
who is sentimentally jealous sees himself as embodying the stereotype of “a man of
grand passion.”

According to this view, sentimentality is not so obviously ethically positive or
neutral. If the (or a) reason one feels tender feelings towards one’s aged parents is
that it gives one a gratifying sense that one is a model of filial piety, this is not
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ethically praiseworthy. Similarly, if the (or a) reason for one’s moral indignation is
that it allows one to feel self-righteously pleased with oneself for having such fine
feelings, this does not seem very virtuous either. Sentimentality in the negative
sense so well analyzed by Savile is a form of emotional dishonesty or hypocrisy.’

In his own discussion of the accusation of self-indulgence, Solomon focuses on
a remark by Milan Kundera in The Unbearable Lightness of Being. Kundera char-
acterizes kitsch — or sentimentality — as causing “two tears to flow in quick succes-
sion. The first tear says: how nice to see children running on the grass! The second
tear says: How nice to be moved, together with all mankind, by children running on
the grass! It is the second tear that makes kitsch kitsch” (Kundera 1984: 251). In
Kundera’s example, we perceive “children running on the grass” as stereotypes of
children as pure, innocent, and vulnerable and we respond to them with tender
feelings: “how nice to see children running on the grass!” We then reflect on these
feelings in a self-gratifying way: “How nice to be moved, together with all mankind,
by children running on the grass!” We get pleasure out of feeling these tender emo-
tions (or, in other cases, indignant or jealous emotions) solely or mainly because it
enhances our self-esteem. The children are not the real object of the emotion; they
are just the occasion for feelings of self-satisfaction.

Solomon tries to rebut the accusation of self-indulgence by arguing that there is
nothing wrong with either Kundera’s first or second tears: “we feel good about
ourselves when we experience the tender emotions, and we feel even better when,
reflectively, we perceive ourselves as the sort of people who feel such feelings”
(Solomon 2004a: 11-12). Kundera’s attack fails because reflection on the tender
emotions is not wrong at all. On the contrary, such reflection is good, and there is no
reason why it shouldn’t be accompanied by a tear.® What this argument ignores,
however, is that it is not the fact of reflection that makes Kundera’s example
sentimental. It is the nature of the reflection. I am congratulating myself on my sen-
sitivity, when all I have actually achieved is a “cheap” apprehension of the inno-
cence and vulnerability of childhood, or something of that sort. Children running on
the grass may indeed be innocent and vulnerable (although maybe not), but we
know nothing in detail about these children, nothing to warrant musings about their
vulnerability or innocence.

The focus of a sentimental emotion, whether love or compassion or indignation,
is the self and its self-congratulation, and there is something wrong with this.
And if, further, the chief reason for having the emotion is not to focus on innocent
little children (or whatever), but to achieve a flattering sense of oneself, then this
simply compounds the wrong. In consequentialist terms, perhaps, this kind of self-
congratulation may have no ill effects on other people (although it is not helpful to
them either), but it is certainly a character flaw.

It probably often involves self-deception.

8 Solomon also says (2004a: 11-12) that similar reflection about one’s anger or fear would not be
regarded as sentimental, but this is wrong, as we have seen from Savile’s discussion.
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In short, while it is surely good practice to reflect upon one’s emotional responses
to situations and events, and especially to reflect on their ethical implications, sen-
timental reflections of the sort identified by Kundera are not good training for moral-
ity, as Solomon claims, because the reflection is not honest or careful or indeed
genuine reflection at all. The so-called “reflection” is “shallow” and “unearned:” a
gratifying thought about how sensitive or morally virtuous one is without any real
thought about the actual object of the emotion, the vulnerability or innocence of
childhood.’

(3) The absence of appropriate action. The sentimentalizing stereotyping of the
object of one’s emotion is responsible for the “falsity” of a sentimental emotion; the
feeling of gratification one gets from having the emotion is responsible for the “self-
indulgence” of the sentimental emotion. And because, as Savile says, it is much
“harder [for me] to be a man of fine feeling by proper response to the objects around
me” than “to fabricate such a characterization of myself by some factitious projec-
tion,” self-indulgence often goes together with a lack of appropriate response: “pro-
vided that the feeling I generate is one that does underpin the character I want,
sentimentality may offer me the added advantage that I may not need to go on and
actually do anything about it” (Savile 2008: 338). This complaint about sentimen-
tality is echoed by Michael Tanner who characterizes as sentimental “that range of
feelings which help to increase one’s sense of one’s own superiority so long as no
activity is required” (Tanner 1976-1977: 139-140), for example, “righteous indig-
nation, on the basis of which no action can be taken” (ibid.: 139). He notes inter alia
that one mark of sentimental people is that they “avoid following up their responses
with appropriate actions; or if they do follow them up appropriately, it is adventi-
tious” (Tanner 1976-1977: 140). So, for example, one feels tender feelings towards
one’s aged parents after they have died, although while they were alive one made
their lives a misery. Here the tender feelings occur only after tender actions are no
longer possible.'® Now, in this particular example such thoughts do no damage to
the deceased parents, because they are deceased, but it is a strong indication of a
character flaw, namely, a certain sort of emotional dishonesty and self-flattery.'!
Solomon’s response to this accusation is oblique. He claims that “there is always
room for hypocrisy, self-deception, and incontinence,” but he asks rhetorically “is
there any greater danger here than elsewhere in the realm of human behavior?”
(2004a: 13). He seems to be saying that the accusation is not something peculiar to

?Both Oscar Wilde and Michael Tanner have stressed that the sentimental emotion is “unearned”
and “shallow.” See Tanner (1976-1977). Savile’s account of sentimentality explains in what sense
this is right.

00ne can also sentimentalize the deaths themselves, thinking to oneself (as one pockets one’s
inheritance) how lucky it is that they both died at the same time and how comforting it will be for
them to arrive in heaven together.

"' This accusation about sentimentality was articulated memorably by Oscar Wilde in a letter from
prison to Lord Alfred Douglas: “[A] sentimentalist is simply one who desires to have the luxury of
an emotion without paying for it. ... Even the finest and most self-sacrificing emotions have to be
paid for. Strangely enough, that is what makes them fine.” Quoted in Tanner (1976-1977: 127).
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sentimentality, presumably in the sense of “the tender emotions,” and, as we have
seen, this is quite true: any emotions can be “sentimentalized.” Moreover, beliefs
and desires are also subject to hypocrisy and self-deception. But this argument does
not show that the particular hypocrisy under discussion here is not unethical. On the
contrary: Solomon seems to grant that it is indeed ethically problematic.'?

It seems to me that Savile and others have conclusively shown that sentimentality
in the negative sense is an “ethical flaw” and not “an ethical virtue” (Solomon
2004a: 9). True, there is nothing wrong with “the tender emotions” when experi-
enced for the right objects, in the right degree and for the right reasons, but they are
peculiarly susceptible to being “sentimentalized.” Moreover, all emotions are open
to this kind of hypocrisy and self-indulgence, and it is not ethically praiseworthy.

The case is very different, however, when we turn to sentimental literature
and film."® Here the accusations against sentimentality do not have the same bite.
As I remarked at the end of the previous section, it is significant that most of
Solomon’s examples when he is defending sentimentality are taken not from life,
but from literature.

The Ethics of Sentimentality in Literature

Solomon makes large claims for the importance of literature that evokes the tender
emotions in its readers. A “good cry” over Little Nell (in Dickens’ Old Curiosity
Shop) or Little Eva (in Uncle Tom’s Cabin) “stimulates and exercises our sympa-
thies without straining or exhausting them” (Solomon 2004a: 19). It gives us prac-
tice in feeling the tender emotions, and that is a good thing: “sentimentality in
literature might best be defended as the cultivation and ‘practice’ of our moral-
emotional faculties” (p. 9). Moreover, even if it is granted that we enjoy feeling
tender over Little Nell or Little Eva, there is nothing wrong with such enjoyment.
Indeed it is good to enjoy feeling the tender emotions. When, over and over again
Solomon insists that there is “nothing wrong” with sentimentality, I suspect he has
mainly in mind sentimental novels (and other artworks) and readers’ sentimental
responses to them rather than sentimentality in real life.

The case against sentimentality in literature and our responses to literature is
similar in some ways, but not all, to the case against sentimentality in life. (1) When
it comes to matching one’s emotional responses to appropriate actions, it would
seem that there are no appropriate actions to be taken in response to sentimentally
described characters and situations in literature, unlike sentimentally conceived

12T suspect that the real reason why Solomon’s argument here is weak is that most of his examples
focus on sentimentality in literature where, as we shall see shortly, this particular criticism of
sentimentality does not apply.

3 There is also sentimental painting such as the Bouguereau painting that Solomon discusses in
Solomon (2004b): 235-254, but I don’t have space to discuss it here.
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people and situations in real life. But (2) with respect to both life and literature,
one’s emotional responses can be “distorted” in a similar way and (3) can be subject
to the same sort of “self-indulgence.” Finally, (4) Solomon discusses a criticism of
sentimental responses to literature that has no counterpart in the critique of senti-
mentality in real life: sentimental novels and films manipulate our emotions, whereas
sentimental responses in real life are typically the result of our own psychological
manipulations — often unconscious — rather than anyone else’s. I will briefly discuss
each of these criticisms in turn.

(1) The absence of appropriate action. As Solomon points out, when we read in a
novel about the death of Little Nell or Little Eva there is nothing we are called upon
to do, since nothing we are able to do will alter the fate of these fictional little girls.
So the accusation that sentimentalists do not match their actions to their feelings is
inappropriate when we are talking about feelings for fictions.'*

But what is so interesting about these and similar cases is that, as Solomon points
out, sentimental novels have often been a powerful force for social change. Dickens
laid bare the appalling conditions in which the urban poor lived during the Industrial
Revolution and was partly responsible for a number of important social reforms.
Uncle Tom’s Cabin was very influential in the eventual abolition of slavery. So we
cannot criticize sentimental responses to literature as ethically flawed on the grounds
that they never result in appropriate action. Quite the contrary. Uncle Tom’s Cabin
in particular was overtly a work of propaganda: Harriet Beecher Stowe explicitly
writes that she has tried to demonstrate as vividly as possible the “heartbreak” and
the “horrors” of slavery. And she succeeded: the book evoked powerful emotions in
its readers that had real positive ethical consequences in the actual world.

(2) Falsity. Solomon criticizes the idea that sentimental emotional responses to lit-
erature are “distorted” or “false” in some way. He cites Midgley as arguing that Little
Nell, for example, is a “false” character, in the sense that she is not “true to life” and
that our feelings for her are therefore “distorted” (see Midgley 1979: 385-386). Little
Nell — “dear, gentle, patient, noble Nell” — is an impossibly angelic little girl, who
never has an unkind thought or performs a malicious act, and who has spent her
whole young life looking after her grandfather. As we saw earlier, Solomon claims
that what Midgley and Jefferson call “distortion” is better thought of as ‘focus’ or
‘concern:’ the focus of the novel is on Little Nell’s purity, selflessness, gentleness,
and goodness, and, he asks rhetorically, what is wrong with that? Far from being ethi-
cally problematic, responding to scenes such as Little Nell’s death encourages us to
feel the tender emotions, which are so essential to our moral life. One might reply
that there is nothing to be morally proud of in responding tenderly to Little Nell, but,
nevertheless, Solomon is quite right that it isn’t ethically harmful either.

(3) Self-Indulgence. According to Savile, the main problem with sentimentality is
that it ‘distorts’ or ‘falsifies’ “under the guidance of a desire for gratification and

4T suppose we could revile the authors for killing off these angelic little girls, but this would hardly
make us any less sentimental in our response to these novels.



78 J. Robinson

reassurance” (Savile 2008: 340). Readers enjoy weeping over the death of Little
Nell partly because it induces in them tender feelings that are enjoyable to experi-
ence and gratifying to reflect on: feeling tender about Little Nell is evidence that one
is capable of feeling the tender feelings, and that makes us feel good about our-
selves.’> But unlike in real life, there isn’t anything ethically wrong with this:
because Little Nell is fictional, we are not morally compelled to see her death as a
terrible tragedy, as it would be in real life. Deep grief for Little Nell would be inap-
propriate. If we respond emotionally in a “self-indulgent” way to a sentimental
novel, this is a harmless way of getting “gratification and reassurance,” which, after
all, we all need and seek in our lives. We know that Dickens’s description of Little
Nell’s death is tendentious, but we get pleasure from accepting the rose-colored
view of the world that is presented to us. This is, after all, a form of “escapist”
literature. So for normal readers in normal circumstances, it is hard to find anything
ethically harmful about weeping “self-indulgently” for Little Nell, nor does it seem
to be a sign of a defective moral character. Solomon seems to be quite right that
there is “nothing wrong” with indulging one’s tender feelings by reading sentimental
novels and he may also be right to suggest that indulging one’s tender feelings for the
fictional Little Nell can encourage us to react tenderly to her real-life counterparts.

(4) Authorial Manipulation. This final argument is restricted to literature and has
no apparent relevance to real life. Solomon addresses the argument that what is
wrong with sentimentality in literature is that it involves the manipulation of the
reader’s emotions. This supposedly results in both a “moral flaw,” namely, the reader’s
“failure to control and contain these emotions,” and an aesthetic flaw, namely inter-
ference with the reader’s “autonomy and aesthetic appreciation.” According to this
view, although “any normal reader” will probably feel some emotion in reading a
novel, “this is as irrelevant to good literature as it is to doing the right thing in ethics”
(Solomon 2004a: 9).

Solomon thinks that this line of attack is nothing less than an attack on the emo-
tions themselves: “It is emotional engagement as such that is alien to the properly
rational and ideally detached self” (Solomon 2004a: 10). As he quite rightly points
out, all authors “manipulate” the emotions of their readers in the sense that authors
always and inevitably describe characters, events and situations from a particular
perspective, often an emotional perspective, and (almost always) encourage their
readers to adopt this perspective. In this way literary works invariably influence how
we see the world and react to it. Indeed, this is one of the reasons why we praise
novels: they get us to see the world in new ways so that we may experience emo-
tional responses different from those which we normally have and thereby expand
our emotional repertoire (see Robinson 2005).

What Solomon ignores or downplays, however, is that authors “manipulate” their
readers in very different ways. The authors of sentimental novels write in such a
way that they strongly encourage the reader to adopt certain emotions without inviting

'3 Solomon says in his comments on Kundera, “we feel good about ourselves when we experience
the tender emotions, and we feel even better when, reflectively, we perceive ourselves as the sort
of people who feel such feelings,” Solomon, op cit pp.11-12.
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much reflection about whether these emotions are appropriate or not. Dickens, for
example, clearly wants us to think of Little Nell as a perfect little child and to think
of her death as peaceful and angelic, just like she is herself, so he says nothing about
any pain or suffering or bodily decay (see Eaton 1989: 276). Little Nell is pictured
as happily and uncomplainingly ascending into Heaven, where all the other little
angels are, and readers are encouraged to feel both pity and pleasure at the scene,
rather than reflecting on the state of medical care in Victorian England or whether
Little Nell is realistically drawn.

Nevertheless, once again Solomon is right to say that there is nothing ethically
wrong with this kind of manipulation by a sentimental novel. Although the senti-
mental author manipulates the readers’ emotions and discourages deep reflection
about them, and although there is something self-indulgent in enjoying the tender
feelings the author has aroused — and enjoying one’s self-image as a tender-hearted
person — nevertheless, such sentimental responses to literary and other fictions seem
to be ethically harmless. The death of a young child in real life is tragic and there is
nothing pleasurable about it. If the child is angelic, that may simply make the trag-
edy more poignant. If one’s tears at the death of a real child, however angelic, are
accompanied by gratification at how tenderly one is responding, that would be mor-
ally appalling. But where the response is to a sentimental fiction, there is no such
moral stigma. One is, after all, supposed to enjoy reading such fictions.

All in all, Solomon’s case is far stronger for sentimental responses to literature
than for sentimental responses in life. Indeed he seems to be right that there is
nothing wrong with “a good cry” over the death of a fictional little girl, even if it is
accompanied by a pleasantly self-indulgent frisson. And if the little girl is an out-
spoken advocate for the abolition of slavery, then the tenderness we feel for her may
translate into virtuous action: we may join the ranks of abolitionists. Yet Solomon’s
defense of sentimental responses to literature may nevertheless make us uneasy.
Even though he is right to argue that there is no serious ethical deficiency in the
sentimental novel, his defense of the sentimental novel downplays the limitations of
the genre from an aesthetic point of view.

The Sentimental Novel as a Literary Genre

As we saw earlier, the concept of “sentimentality” originated in the eighteenth
century with the moral sentiment ethical theorists. Sentimental literature was born
at around the same time. Famous examples of eighteenth century sentimental litera-
ture include Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa and Pamela (satirized by Henry Fielding
in Shamela), in which pure, innocent young girls resist rich and evil seducers.'s
Such classics were followed by “thousands of widely read potboilers and romances,

*Laurence Sterne’s A Sentimental Journey through France and Italy (1768) seems to be exploiting
the tradition of sentimental literature while simultaneously poking fun at it. Jane Austen’s Sense
and Sensibility also mocks the tradition: Marianne Dashwood has too much “sensibility” and too
little of her sister Eleanor’s rational “sense.”
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turned out by “a flood of popular women writers” (Solomon 2004a: 6). As has been
widely documented, the novel was a genre designed to satisfy the new middle
classes of Europe and North America, and in particular middle class women, and
within the genre of the novel, the sentimental novel became a popular sub-genre, an
early example of art for the masses.

Noél Carroll has described mass art as “designed to gravitate in its structural
choices to those choices that promise accessibility with minimum effort” (Carroll
1998: 196), a description which admirably fits the sentimental novel, which makes
few intellectual demands on its readers, and which powerfully encourages readers
to feel certain fairly specific emotions. Carroll describes how different popular
genres of film and literature are designed to arouse emotions that are “criterially
pre-focused,” by which he means that “the descriptions and depiction of the object
of our attention in the text will activate our subsumption of the relevant characters
and events under the categories that are criterially apposite to the emotional state in
question” (Carroll 1999: 30). Thus, horror movies typically feature loathsome mon-
sters that are “criterially apposite” objects of fear and disgust, suspense movies are
suspenseful and typically evoke suspense, and melodramas typically evoke hatred
or contempt for the evil villain and pity for the misfortunes of the virtuous, attrac-
tive, and long-suffering heroine (or hero) as well as admiration for her (or his) cour-
age and endurance. Sentimental novels are a species of melodrama, with the focus
not so much on an evil oppressor as on the pure and innocent victim.'” The “criteri-
ally pre-focused” emotions we feel for these victims include the “tender emotions”
of sympathy, pity, and affection.'®

The function of all mass art genres is ultimately pleasure. Popular genres such as
melodrama, suspense, and horror are all genres of “entertainment,” which are
designed primarily to entertain, i.e., to bring pleasure to readers and viewers.
Sometimes a member of one of these genres will rise “above” the genre, and adopt
“higher” cognitive and/or aesthetic goals, but popular culture is by definition
designed to appeal to and to delight the populace, not to preach to them or talk over
their heads or make them work too hard to understand what is going on." The dif-
ferent popular genres Carroll discusses give pleasure in different ways, through the
evocation of different “criterially pre-focused” emotions.

7The movie Brief Encounter, a paradigmatic sentimental movie or “weepie,” lacks any villain and
focuses throughout on the pitiable fate of the heroine (and to a lesser extent, the hero) and her
moral courage in accepting it, and invites us to feel compassion for her situation and admiration
for her fortitude.

18T do not have space here to give a more detailed account of melodrama, or to justify my examples
as belonging to the genre of sentimental melodrama. Most of my examples are of sentimental
scenes or sentimentalized characters in larger works which may not always be sentimental as a
whole. For example, while Dickens’ novels almost always have sentimental elements and can
legitimately be classified as melodramas, his greatest masterpieces such as Our Mutual Friend and
Bleak House are far more complex than most melodramas and include elements of social criticism
and satire as well as sentimentality.

Y Of course, classics of our day may have started off as popular works only to find themselves
canonized in later life.
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Interestingly, all three of the genres that Carroll identifies essentially require the
evocation of emotions that would normally be characterized as negative: hatred for
the villain and sorrow for the pure innocent victim are deliberately invoked by melo-
drama, fear and disgust by horror movies and novels, and anxiety and suspense by
suspense movies and novels. Some viewers and readers may avoid these genres
precisely because they do not want to experience these negative emotions, but each
of these genres has avid fans, and for these folk the pleasure clearly outweighs or
defeats any negative emotions that might also be experienced. I will not speculate
here on how this works with respect to horror or suspense, but in the case of the
sentimental novel or film, the pleasure clearly depends upon the prior evocation of
the negative emotions in question.

Consider again the death of Little Nell. I have said that it induces tender feelings
in readers, which are pleasurable to experience, as well as a pleasurable (albeit
“self-indulgent”) sense that one is a good person for feeling such tender feelings.
But how does the novel succeed in giving us so much pleasure when it also works
so hard to get us to feel sorrow, which is a negative emotion, and compassion, which
seems to depend upon feeling sorrow? One way the novel achieves this goal is by
emphasizing not the unpleasant aspects of Nell’s death but the fact that she has been
taken directly to Heaven, that her virtue has been unpolluted (something difficult to
maintain in a longer life), and that because of this she has triumphed over death. As
Robyn Warhol points out in Having a Good Cry, her study of sentimental narratives
in literature, film, and television, “having a good cry” at a sentimental novel or film
is not (or not just) a symptom of sorrow but a deeply satisfying experience: ‘good
cry’ films “almost always end ‘happily,” steeped in [a] sense of triumphant relief.”
(Warhol 2003: 47). In Little Nell’s death scene goodness and purity triumph over
evil,?’ and the reader’s tender compassion and sympathetic feelings of relief triumph
OVer SOITow.

In this example we see exemplified many of the characteristic features of senti-
mental novels which are responsible for their characteristic emotional effects and
the type of pleasure characteristic of the genre. These characteristic features include
character, plot, tone and theme. (1) We have already seen that the main characters
in sentimental novels or films are stereotypes of some sort: pure, innocent, virtuous
little girls who are victimized by fate or an evil oppressor, or the impossibly virtuous,
noble, self-sacrificing hero, such as the hero in the movie Brief Encounter. (2) The
plots of sentimental novels and films typically concern the triumph of the innocent
and courageous but long-suffering heroine/hero over an inexorable fate or an
evil oppressor. In a melodrama good almost always triumphs and evil is punished.
The trajectory of a typical plot is such as to invite such tender emotions as sorrow,
compassion and affection for the innocent victim as well as fear for her fate, and
ultimately pleasurable feelings of relief when (s)he triumphs over fate and/or oppres-
sion. Indeed the pleasure we feel clearly depends upon the prior evocation of negative

The evil Quilp cannot triumph over Little Nell. He is thwarted by her death.
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emotions such as sorrow and fear, and the greater the sorrow and fear we are induced
to feel, the more exultant and relieved we are likely to feel at the ultimate triumph.

Now, it might seem as if the examples I have relied upon do not exemplify this
pattern: after all, Little Nell, Little Eva and Uncle Tom all die. But, on the contrary,
all three are described as triumphant in death; the way these deaths are described is
designed to make us feel joy and hope in the midst of sorrow. The death of Little
Nell is portrayed as a victory for goodness and innocence, and readers are encour-
aged to rejoice even as they weep: this is a paradigm of “the good cry.” The death of
Uncle Tom in Uncle Tom’s Cabin is cruel and ignominious, but Stowe does not
describe the details of his torture but instead portrays his death as the triumph of
virtue. Like Little Nell, he is going straight to heaven to get his just reward. The
novel ends on a note of uplift, of hope for Eliza and her newly reunited family in
their new life in Liberia,?! as well as hope that slavery itself will be abolished if
Christians in both North and South would only understand the horrors of slavery
and come to realize how very unchristian the institution of slavery is. When the
death of a “good” character is treated as a spiritual and moral triumph, the sadness
and distress we feel at the death makes the joy at the triumph of goodness not only
more poignant but also more powerful.

(3) The tone of a sentimental novel reflects this mix of joy and sorrow. It is typi-
cally an elegiac or bittersweet tone, but the balance is on the sweet rather than the
bitter: the bitter is sweetened but the sweet is not embittered. We feel joy at the tri-
umph of goodness and purity over evil, the timelessness of virtue as opposed to the
transience of evil and misfortune. The death of an innocent is an occasion for pathos
rather than grief. This is in stark contrast to the genre of tragedy, where pleasure as
an aesthetic goal is subservient to revealing the tragic truth about the human condi-
tion. The blinding of Oedipus and the death of Cordelia are not “sweetened” in any
way and are among the most painful events in literature.?

(4) Finally, the themes of sentimental novels and films are one of the most impor-
tant sources of the pleasure they provide. In general, the characteristic themes of
sentimental novels typically exemplify “mythologies” that we would dearly like to
believe rather than the more unsettling truths we find in tragedy: after discussion of
such novels and films as Little Women, An Affair to Remember, Sleepless in Seattle
and Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Warhol suggests the following as typical sentimental
themes: “family affection does transcend death; sisters are friends forever; true love
will prevail; courage will be rewarded; [and] affectionate domestic relationships
will put an end to racist oppression” (Warhol 2003: 50). Just as the characters of the
sentimental novel or film tend to be oversimplified stereotypes, so too the themes of
sentimental novels and films are heartwarming but oversimplified, ideals that we
would love to accept as universal truths but which in our more skeptical moments

2 Stowe (like her father, who preached that liberated slaves should move to Liberia) seems to have
thought that this is a good outcome for Eliza. Other more “radical” voices at the time disagreed.
221n his account of tragedy, Aaron Ridley stresses the big difference between the appropriate
response to tragedy as compared to the appropriate response to horror movies (Ridley 2003).
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we recognize as at best only sometimes or rarely true. But for those who enjoy
engaging with sentimental fictions, it is deeply pleasurable to find these ideals, naive
though they be, affirmed and exemplified in the story.

So far I have given broad characterizations of the typical plots, characters, tone
and themes of sentimental novels and films. Warhol has some more specific sugges-
tions about the “familiar and highly formulaic narrative practices” — the “technologies
of affect” (Warhol 2003: 41) — which sentimental novels and films employ in order
to induce a ‘good cry.” For example, she thinks that tear-inducing scenes in senti-
mental novels are often presented from the point of view of a victim or someone
who has triumphed over oppression or “sympathetic intermediary figures who are
not, themselves, directly oppressed” (p. 45), such as Eva in Uncle Tom’s Cabin. On
other occasions the narrators of sentimental novels use “earnest, direct address to a
narratee, calling upon him or her to recognize parallels between lived experience
and the situations represented in the fiction” (p. 46). And she suggests that senti-
mental novels typically make use of “heightened” or flowery language. (“Even so,
beloved Eva!... Thou art passing away...”) All these “technologies of affect” are
designed to deepen our emotional engagement in the sentimental narrative and to
induce the mixture of sorrow and joy that is the characteristic emotional effect at
which such narratives typically aim.

If this brief and oversimplified account of the sentimental novel is roughly right,
it follows that authorial “manipulations” and “distortions” are part and parcel of the
genre itself, and the evocation of “self-indulgent” bittersweet emotions is the means
by which the sentimental novel achieves the kind of pleasure that it is explicitly
designed to provide. None of this seems ethically problematic. The pleasure that
sentimental novels provide is merely a harmless diversion or escape from the more
complex realities of real life. It seems like mere priggishness to object that senti-
mental literature and film should not be enjoyed, and that feeling tender emotions
for innocent and virtuous little girls is somehow wrong.

For most of us, who are aware of the way the world really is as well as the way it
is portrayed in sentimental fictional works, this is all true. For such folk it is a wel-
come relief to visit for a while a world in which true love prevails, virtue triumphs,
and the death of a child signifies another little angel in heaven. Indeed, for those
who live in dangerous or difficult circumstances, it may well be psychologically
important to ignore the way the world is and enjoy instead a fictional world where
things are more hopeful.”® But while for most of us sentimental reactions to senti-
mental novels and films are harmless, for certain groups of people such reactions
may have potential moral pitfalls. Thus ignorant teenage girls in the West who
buy into the myths and stereotypes of sentimental fiction may choose unworthy or

ZIn the literature on coping strategies associated with negative emotions such as sadness, fear,
anger and anxiety, one mode of coping with negative emotions is precisely to engage in denial of
the circumstances that generate the emotion. See, in particular, Lazarus (1991). A classic case of
such denial is to deny the reality of the death of a young child or to cope with grief by denying that
the death is altogether bad: if the young child has gone straight to heaven, then in addition to sor-
row one can also feel a sense of joy and relief at the triumph of innocence and goodness.
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unrealistic life goals. Such girls may become dissatisfied, disillusioned, and cynical
when they discover that true love does not always prevail, courage is not always
rewarded, and sisters are not always friends forever. It is potentially morally danger-
ous to accept the characteristic themes of sentimental fiction as truths about the
actual world, and to respond to a work that belongs to the genre of sentimental novels
or films as if it were a realistic novel or film giving a realistic picture of life. However
priggish this may sound, it is ultimately better to learn the way the world is rather
than the way we would like it to be.?* On the other hand, for those of us who are
skeptical about the myths underlying the sentimental work, it is true that there is
usually “nothing wrong” in embracing those myths for a time as we escape into the
world of the fiction.

The proper way to appreciate a sentimental novel or film is to allow oneself to be
manipulated by the fiction, to indulge one’s emotions in order to get the pleasure the
novel or film is designed to induce, and to accept the distortions of reality that
are part and parcel of the sentimental genre. If we do this, we can experience the
pleasure that well written and well-structured sentimental fictions can impart. And
sometimes, under the influence of a sentimental “mythology,” we may be moved by
the fiction to change our actual behavior so that, for example, we are motivated to
work to change the conditions in which some oppressed group now lives. But
although sentimental novels seem to be ethically harmless for most of us, and some-
times a force for positive good, they suffer aesthetically by comparison with the
greatest realist novels of the Western tradition, as we will see in the final section.

The Aesthetics of the Sentimental Novel

Solomon argues that the attack on sentimentality is nothing more nor less than an
attack on the emotions themselves. But what are generally agreed to be the greatest
realist novels ever written — the best works of Tolstoy, George Eliot, Henry James,

**In his discussion and defense of sentimentality Ira Newman considers the idea that sentimental
works “encourage audiences to acquire oversimplified beliefs and to act on these oversimplifications”
(Newman 2008: 345), and he maintains that audiences have to take responsibility for their reac-
tions to artworks, including sentimental artworks, and that people should simply ““strengthen” their
background knowledge so that they can appreciate a work “from a more balanced perspective”
(p- 346). What this response ignores or underemphasizes is that the myths promoted by sentimental
novels are very powerful and emotionally seductive, especially to the ignorant and unsophisticated.
Mature audiences can deliberately decide to read a mawkish novel because they want to be enter-
tained. Few of us, after all, want a “steady diet” of nothing but the classics. But naive readers may
not know or recognize the conventions of sentimental melodrama, and may take melodramas as
realistic and as setting out realistic ideals for life.

2 Not that the world of the novel is necessarily pleasanter than the real world. The worlds of
Dickens novels and Uncle Tom’s Cabin are harsh indeed.
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for example — all appeal to the reader’s emotions. The big difference between
sentimental novels and the greatest works of realist literary art is not that the one
evokes emotions and the other does not. Rather, sentimental novels manipulate their
readers’ emotions mainly in order to provide pleasure, whereas the best novels in
the realist tradition arouse emotions in their readers in order to encourage them to
reflect upon and learn from the emotions thus aroused.?

Compare, for example, the pity we are invited to feel for Little Nell with the pity
that George Eliot encourages us to feel for Bulstrode, one of the lesser characters in
her great novel Middlemarch. As we have seen, pity for Little Nell involves, among
other things, focusing on the goodness and innocence of the little girl, who is
described as a paradigm object for the reader’s tender emotions. Pity for Bulstrode,
on the other hand, involves focusing on his moral flaws, his narrow, unforgiving,
puritanical conception of morality, his desire to be seen as upright by his neighbors
even as he conceals his checkered past, and his hypocritical claims to be acting out
of the highest scruples while in fact driven by the desire to save face. Bulstrode does
not seem to be very pitiable, but George Eliot manages not only to make us under-
stand him, but also to pity him. We see that he does recognize what he has done and
its unpleasant implications for his wife as well as himself, and we understand that
his downfall comes in a peculiarly painful way to one who has so courted public
opinion. We also see that he has genuine affection for his wife and she for him. In
feeling this way, we come to understand that pity can be more appropriate to sinners
than to saints. In short, unlike Little Nell, Bulstrode is not at all an obvious candi-
date for the tender emotions to respond to, but Eliot nevertheless gets us to pity him.
The pity we feel is unsentimental and “hard-earned,” in the sense that we pity him
despite all the evidence Eliot has given us for despising him and enjoying his
downfall. This, I would argue, is a genuine exercise in morality, played out in the
emotional realm. Eliot gets us to learn something about the morality of pity.

In general, great realist novels not only arouse our emotions, but try to teach us
the nuances of those emotions and how and why these emotions are aroused.
Compare our reactions to stereotypical villains such as Richardson’s Lovelace and
Dickens’s Quilp with our reactions to the villains in Henry James. Gilbert Osmond
and Madame Merle in Portrait of a Lady are evil, and they “oppress” the pure and
innocent Isobel Archer, but our responses to the characters are far subtler than our
response to the death of Little Nell. Readers are emotionally involved and fearful for
Isobel as they might be for a sentimental heroine, but they are also interested in the

% Cf. R. G. Collingwood, who distinguishes sharply between what he calls “pseudo art,” which
aims simply to amuse or entertain by deliberately arousing what Carroll would call “criterially
pre-focused emotions,” with “art proper” in which the artist sets out to discover (bring to aware-
ness) his own emotions by articulating them in works of art. Collingwood emphasizes the cognitive
value of art and in particular the value of art in encouraging the author — and the audience who
wants to understand his work — to explore his or her emotions so as to get clear about what they
are. Works of “art proper” not only sincerely express an artist’s genuine emotions but also encour-
age reflection about those emotions. See Collingwood 1938. See also Robinson 2005.
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details of her psychology and her social situation and how and why she came to be
in thrall to her “oppressors.” The villains too have complex psychologies and we
come to have a certain pity for Madame Merle. Moreover, the outcome of the story
is not “triumphant” as in most sentimental novels, but realistically downbeat: the
villains’ machinations are not triumphantly defeated; Isobel Archer is permanently
damaged by them. This is tragedy (of a domestic sort), rather than sentimentality.
The pleasure we get from reading the novel is partly a matter of enjoying the sub-
tlety of James’s conception, as expressed in his subtle language use, and partly a
matter of enjoying reading about important issues in human life treated with
subtlety and penetration (cf. Ridley 2003).

Today many of us defend the importance of the cognitive values of art, including
the ability of the great realist novels to express truths about human nature and how
the world works. But perhaps in the wake of postmodernism this stance is simply
old-fashioned. Ira Newman, for example, in his discussion of sentimentality, claims
that “truth” in novels and other literary works is often overridden by other values
such as “audience pleasure... and escapism” (p. 344).%” This is surely right, but the
question is whether the aesthetic value of a work lies primarily in its cognitive value
or in the degree of escapist pleasure it provides. The eighteenth century mainly
emphasized pleasure, although in Hume and Kant the notion of aesthetic pleasure is
certainly not “escapist.” Today, many theorists follow R. G. Collingwood (1938) in
emphasizing cognitive values as important aesthetic values. Thus Matthew Kieran
dismisses a “sentimental” painting by Norman Rockwell (one of the Four Freedoms
series) because “the visual interest is in the service of morally good sentiments
which are cheaply won...There is nothing of interest to be won or learnt from look-
ing at this kind of morally sound painting” (Kieran 2005: 184). In short, despite its
pleasing and skillful design, its lack of cognitive interest condemns it aesthetically.
I too believe that cognitive value contributes importantly to aesthetic value, but I will
end this essay with a brief plea in defense of Solomon and Warhol that there is also
value in expressing “mythologies,” which are not truths but which express important
values, especially values that may have been marginalized by the culture.

Warhol is interested in the way that sentimental artworks and responses to
artworks are gendered as “feminine” and, like Solomon, points out that according
to the stereotype, sentimental novels and films are primarily designed for heterosexual
women. As a token of resistance to this oversimplified picture of gendered emotions,
she uses the term “effeminate” as a technical term for emotions that are usually
associated with feeble females — and that have been stigmatized as a result — and
insists that “effeminate affect” is available to women of any sexual orientation and
to gay and straight men as well. Very much in the spirit of Solomon, she says that
she wants to “[rehabilitate] ‘effeminacy’ from the pejorative status it currently
holds” and “to mount a defense of ‘effeminate feelings’ in the name of anti-essentialist

*’Newman actually says that such values “often override the commitment to present the whole
truth” [emphasis mine], but no novel or other literary work can “present the whole truth.” See, e.g.,
Goodman (1978).
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feminism” (Warhol 2003: 10) As Warhol says, sentimental stories “draw upon
effeminate culture’s store of cherished beliefs — and contrary to the perhaps painful
evidence of readers’ own live experience — make those beliefs seem to come
true” (p. 50).

One of the “technologies of affect” that Warhol identifies is the frequent use in
sentimental novels of climactic scenes in which stereotypical characters act con-
trary to type.” For example, when the exceedingly shy Beth March in Little Women
goes to thank the “respectable, emotionally repressed, publicly powerful middle-
class patriarch” (p. 48), Mr. Laurence, for his gift of a piano, she overcomes her
shyness and kisses him, and Mr. Laurence is so surprised and delighted that ... he
just set her on his knee, and laid his wrinkled cheek against her rosy one, feeling as
if he had got his own little granddaughter back again” (quoted in Warhol 2003: 49).
Such scenes serve to reinforce the ‘mythologies’ underlying “effeminate culture”:

When in Little Women Mr. Laurence’s dead granddaughter seems to have returned to him in
the form of Beth, when Meg and Jo are reconciled after a long period of bickering, when
their father returns from the war just in time for Christmas; or — in Uncle Tom’s Cabin —
when Eliza and George are reunited at the Quaker settlement on their journey to Canada,
when the bigoted Vermonter Ophelia realizes she loves the slave Topsy, when Eva or Uncle
Tom dies with the most confident expectation of going to heaven,... the weeping reader...
is ‘having a good cry,” an affirmation of the mythology being represented in the text: family
affection does transcend death; sisters are friends forever; true love will prevail; courage
will be rewarded; affectionate domestic relationships will put an end to racist oppression —
oh, it is a wonderful life!”” (Warhol 2003: 50).

This last reference is of course to the Jimmy Stewart movie. Warhol recalls the
episode of Cheers!, in which the gang at the bar makes fun of this movie and then
while watching it find themselves with tears streaming down their faces. She com-
ments that “the legacy of modernist (not to mention postmodernist) irony makes it
impossible” to endorse the message of It’s a Wonderful Life “without being
sarcastic”:

The association of exalted, ecstatic, or optimistic feelings with the darker undersides of
bourgeois mythologies (with racism, classism, homophobia, and nationalism especially)
makes them suspect, false, ‘sentimental’ in the most pejorative sense of the word
(Warhol 2003: 51).

The reader who weeps at a sentimental novel or show is affirming “the mythol-
ogy being represented in the text” in a way that our present-day cynical culture can
only mock. Like Solomon, Warhol is nostalgic for a time when such sentimental
feelings could be endorsed rather than criticized. What’s good about the ‘good cry’?
Her answer is that

The ideals of sentimental culture — the affirmation of community, the persistence of hope-
fulness and of willingness, the belief that everyone matters, the sense that life has a purpose
that can be traced to the links of affection between and among persons — are good ideals
(Warhol 2003: 55-56).

2 This is connected to another of her “technologies,” namely the frequency in sentimental novels
of “close calls and last-minute reversals” (Warhol 2003: 47).
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We should not be embarrassed if we enjoy a good cry at sentimental works: it is
an affirmation of effeminate community and can serve to undermine the myths of
macho culture. Similarly, Solomon argues that “the usual attack on sentimentality
is... too often an attack on innocence” (Solomon 2004a: 19).

Solomon and Warhol in their very different ways both offer ringing endorse-
ments of sentimentality in novels and films. Both claim that in weeping at sentimen-
tal novels and films, we affirm important ethical ideals. Solomon suggests that
sentimental fictions can function as a sort of “spiritual exercise” (Solomon 2004a: 19)
to make us more alert to objects of compassion and tender feeling, and to prod us to
act so as to alleviate hardship and injustice. What Warhol adds to his case is the idea
that sentimental novels also affirm the “effeminate values” of marginalized mem-
bers of society such as gays and women. In summary: we have no need to feel guilty
if we weep at a “mawkish novel.” There is nothing wrong with it and much that is
right. Sentimental fictions are not the greatest fictions ever written; they do not
explore emotions in the subtle way that George Eliot or Henry James do and they do
not teach us much about the emotions they evoke. But they nevertheless serve an
important function in validating the “effeminate” and tender feelings and ideals that
are so important to our ethical life.
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Chapter 7
Robert Solomon’s Contribution to Business
Ethics: Emotional Agency

Patricia H. Werhane and David Bevan

Abstract In this chapter we will focus on strands of two of the distinctive contribu-
tion that forms part of Robert Solomon’s legacy. The first speaks directly and explicitly
to the field of business and business ethics. The second, perhaps Solomon’s most
substantial and lasting potential contribution to applied ethics, arises from his work
on a cognitive theory of emotions, or as some call it a cognitive structure of emo-
tions (Ortony AG et al. (eds), The cognitive structure of emotions. Oxford University
Press, New York, 1988), and his more contentious argument that “we are (at least
sometimes, to some extent) responsible or our emotions and our emotional
responses” (Solomon RC, Not passion’s slave. Oxford University Press, New York,
2003: vii). We will suggest that there is much to be learned in applied or business
ethics from Solomon’s work on the emotions, because through this theorization
the emotions become potentially instrumental or agentic in changing our mental
models: in affecting the mind sets through which we each frame, focus, evaluate,
and judge our experiences. In acknowledging the potential of this theorization we
become more responsible for our actions as inspired by our emotions.

Robert Solomon made multiple contributions to the possible ways of interpreting and
understanding or thinking about the emotions. Through an extensive, recursive and
analytic intellectual project, lasting more than 30 years, he examined and re-examined
emotions (Solomon 1973, 1976, 1984, 1988, 1992c, 1998, 2003, 2004), a field which
he considered to have been unduly neglected by philosophy. His work establishes what
is generally termed a cognitive theory of emotions, which he, and others, regarded as
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the touchstone for all philosophical theorizing around the subject (Solomon 2002b).
Normatively, Solomon exhorts us—as adults—to wish to take responsibility for what
we do and what we feel (Solomon 2002a). In this appreciation we will focus on strands
of two of the distinctive contribution that forms part of his legacy. The first speaks
directly and explicitly to the field of business and business ethics. The second, perhaps
his most substantial and potentially lasting contribution to applied ethics arises from his
work on a cognitive theory of emotions, or as some call it a cognitive structure
of emotions (Ortony et al. 1988), and his more contentious argument that “we are
(at least sometimes, to some extent) responsible for our emotions and our emotional
responses.” (Solomon 2003: vii) We will suggest that there is much to be learned in
applied or business ethics from Solomon’s work on the emotions, because through this
theorization the emotions become potentially instrumental or agentic in changing our
mental models: in affecting the mindsets through which we each frame, focus, evaluate,
and judge our experiences. In acknowledging the potential of this theorization, we
become more responsible for our actions as inspired by our emotions.

First, let us reconsider Solomon’s contributions to business ethics and business
practice. Solomon’s seminal work in business ethics is his book, Ethics and
Excellence (1992), which at one point draws our attention to the problem of ‘cowboy
capitalism’ (Freeman 1988). As Solomon (1992) outlines, most applied ethics, and
thus business ethics, has been derivative of traditional ethical theories, most often
drawing on what are held by many to be the two great pillars of ethical theory: deon-
tology and utilitarianism. These two approaches seem to be deployed in an array of
specific ethical issues, familiar to us all. For any particular issue one view will be
juxtaposed against the other as though they are distinctly alternate decision-making
models. Consequentialist and non-consequentialist positions are dichotomized,
perhaps crudely, in a digital either/or relation as though they may be opposing, or
even mutually irreconcilable. Further, “such theorizing is ... irrelevant to the worka-
day world of business and utterly inaccessible to the people for whom business ethics is
not merely a subject of study, but is (or will be) a way of life”” (Solomon 1992: 99).

At a first reading of Ethics and Excellence, it might appear that Solomon has
taken the same approach, this time appealing to Aristotle’s virtue theory as a theo-
retical arbitrator. Thus applied, ethics is simply the working out of applications of
ethical theories, in this case by bringing the logic of Aristotle to moderate practical
problems in commerce. If we seek to resolve practical ethical dilemmas with this
sort of methodology, as Norman Daniels suggests, then “we solve practical prob-
lems in ethics by supplying a description of a particular situation that allows us to
subsume it under a relevant moral principle” (Daniels 1996: 11). Thus we merely
selectively and partially direct the problem to a set of principles most likely to lead
us to a resolution that is essentially pre-conceived.

But Ethics and Excellence proposes something far more significant than the mere
application of some Aristotelian rhetoric and logic to ethical issues in business: the
impact is at least two-fold. Part of its import is to succinctly repudiate the myth of
cowboy capitalism (Solomon 1992) that pervades much of management thinking.
Solomon achieves this not merely by attacking ethical egoism, the common whip-
ping boy for many philosophers (Bevan 2008). Rather he adduces the alleged father
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of laissez-faire capitalism, Adam Smith, and shows that even in the Wealth Of
Nations (1976), Smith was not an egoist; that according to Smith greed was never
good; and that self-interest is not by any means the same as selfishness. Rather, in
commerce it is self-interest as the virtue that makes possible cooperative ventures
and fair competition, Smith argued, which are bases for and driving force of free
enterprise. We might add in parenthesis that Smith did not invent the term laissez-
faire; indeed he was critical of such a concept. Nor did he employ the term capitalism
anywhere in this work (Werhane 1989).

Further and more audaciously, Solomon presents another vision of capitalism—
another mindset regarding how free enterprise in general, and corporations in par-
ticular, could operate. Arguing from the position that business is an intrinsically
social activity, he proposes that the Aristotelian virtues are applicable both to mana-
gerial and corporate behavior, and that indeed, that way of thinking about commerce
would have lasting value-added both to shareholders and to communities. As he
writes at the end of the book,

... as the first full century of corporate business comes to a close one would like to think that
there is at least as much hope as there is cause for despair, that in the competition for cor-
porate survival that will rock many industries in the next few years one of the most impor-
tant constant ingredients for success as well as survival will be the Aristotelian virtues—a
sense of community and cooperation ... the importance of integrity both for the individual
and the company ... Ethics and excellence, community and integrity, are not mere means to
efficiency and effectiveness. They are the ends without which the corporation will have lost
its soul (Solomon 1992: 266).

This is neither a description nor a prescription but Solomon’s individual, norma-
tive vision: his belief in the positive power of emotions, translated to the practice of
contemporary management as an ethics of practice. He offers us a new and positive
way of thinking about commerce, through a mindset that is not antithetical to
profitability but rather integrates an emancipatory goal of broader human flourishing.
This is truly an innovative mental model for commerce that is now being adapted
and taught, albeit gradually, in leading business schools and exemplified in the prac-
tices we can identify in at least some companies today.

Let us now turn to the second theme: one of Solomon’s best known contributions
to philosophical thinking, his lifelong work on the emotions and their overlap with
cognition. We will not reiterate the various versions of his theory(ies). Rather, focusing
on his personally revised collection of essays, published as Not Passion’s Slave
(Solomon 2003), we will apply a social constructivist reading of these ideas. Such a
reading may suggest why Solomon’s seminal book on business ethics is a mind-
altering work—in terms of presenting a new, socially-constructed view of com-
merce in which managers and executives are responsible. Whether Solomon would
agree with this interpretation must remain unresolved.

We begin by outlining (without fully developing the arguments) Solomon’s cog-
nitive theory of the emotions. According to Solomon, “emotions are ‘cognitive’ in
nature, which means that they are something more than mere feelings or sensations
and something more than physiological reactions.” (Solomon 2003: vii) Indeed,
according to Solomon, “emotions are construed primarily as evaluative judgments”
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(Solomon 2003 book jacket). Secondly, as we noted earlier, Solomon argues that we
are by and large responsible for our emotions, and that there is a sense in which one
can say that we choose them.

According to Solomon, emotions have five dimensions and it is a mistake to
reduce the concept of emotion to just one of these. Emotions display themselves
through behavioral and verbal expressions, they are physiological, phenomenological,
they exist in social contexts both as interpersonal relationships and as part of one’s
culture (thus there are cultural differences in emotions), and they are cognitive, that
is, they are evaluative, judgmental, and reflective. (Solomon 2003: 131)

There is no direct reference to this list of traits as being derived from Sartre,
although certainly, and elsewhere, Solomon’s sense of integrity relies heavily on
the notion of good (and bad) faith (Sartre 1958), even if Solomon frequently
exemplifies integrity by reference to Sartre’s fiction. Here, we suggest that the affec-
tive structure of emotions outlined in “The Existence of Others” (Sartre 1958) may
be relevant and informative as a support for Solomon’s theoretical work. In Sartre’s
discussion of the Cogito he speaks of the subject mediating all objects as necessarily
for-the-subject-itself: “this ontological structure is mine; it is in relation to myself as
subject that I am concerned about myself, and yet this concern (for-myself) reveals
to me a being which is my being without being-for-me.” For Sartre this structure is
a “non-positional self-consciousness .../... accessible to reflection” (245) which
puts me “in the position of passing judgment on myself as an object” (245-246).

Concerning emotions as judgments, Solomon’s argument is that every emotion is
judgmental, that is, it emotionally evaluates an event, an experience, a friendship, a
policy, a historical moment. Solomon thinks of judgments as constitutive of emotions,
and he claims, “[a]n emotion is rather a complex of judgments and, sometimes,
quite sophisticated judgments, such as judgments of responsibility (in shame, anger
or embarrassment) or judgments of comparative status (as in contempt or resent-
ment [or even love.])” (Solomon 2003: 188) We can also study and evaluate our
emotions, just as they themselves are evaluative. This does not lead to the conclu-
sion that emotions are always conscious or deliberate, although they can be. But
they often just happen involuntarily without conscious intervention.

Does this lead to the conclusion that emotions are passive and out of our control?
Solomon thinks not. Many of our emotions arise from our subconscious, many are
physiologically connected, and a number of them appear to be out of our control.
But others can be produced deliberately. We can elicit, control and change our emo-
tions, even those that arise passively. Just as we can change our habitual behavior,
and just as we are responsible for our habits, even those that seemingly operate
unconsciously, so too, Solomon argues, we are responsible for our emotions.
Through reflection we can come to understand and change our emotions. So there is
a sense in which we choose them. They are ours. While he moderates this conclu-
sion by admitting that not all our emotions are under our control or revisable, still,
it would be irresponsible to deny that we can control and alter at least some of our
emotions. As Solomon concludes, “...we are adults. We must take responsibility for
what we do and what we feel, and in our taking responsibility we learn to recognize
the responsibilities we have, including responsibility for our own emotions.”
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(Solomon 2003: 232) Otherwise we are falling into the role of the passive victim to
our emotions and ignoring the responsibilities that they bring to our attention.

At the end of Not Passion’s Slave Solomon concludes that “how we think
about our emotions—as something we suffer or as something we “do”—will deeply
affect both our behavior and our understanding of our behavior. In other words,
theses about emotions tend to be self-confirming.” (Solomon 2003: 232) We
would suggest that this is a form of social construction, that is, that one can create
mindsets that affect how one envisions oneself and how we act. Is Solomon a social
constructivist?

The origins of social constructivism may be traced to Immanuel Kant’s critique
of a tabula rasa construct of the mind, which he in turn attributes to one of his pre-
decessors, David Hume. Kant’s thesis is that our minds do not mirror experience.
Rather, our minds project, constitute and/or reconstitute phenomena, the raw data
of all experiences, into structured, ordered coherence and thus to knowable experi-
ences. Kant concluded that all human beings order and organize their experiences
through an identical set of formal concepts. While the content of our experiences
may be quite different for each of us, the ways in which we structure and order these
experiences is the same, universally for all human beings. In this chapter we will not
elaborate on that view, which we assume is well known to the reader, regardless of
whether or not you agree with Kant or his conclusions.

Today, we tend to challenge both whether, and how, minds are hard-wired as
proposed by Kant. What remains, however, within a social constructivist perspective,
is the idea that each of us perceives, frames, orders and organizes the data of our
experiences through a lens, from a point of view or with set of frames, each of
which, contra Kant, are socially acquired and developed. These lenses, perspectives
and frames are conceptual schemes or mental models that serve as selective organizing,
filtering, and focusing technologies, by the use of which we “construct” meaning.
In the social constructivist paradigm such mental models frame all our experiences.
They focus, schematize, and otherwise technologically facilitate and guide the ways
in which we recognize, react, and organize the world. How we define the world is
entirely dependent on such schemes, and thus all realities are subjectively struc-
tured. In the socially constructed paradigm the multivariate conceptual scheme is
the means and mode through which we (re)constitute our experiences. Because
these schemes are socially learned, fragile, transient and changeable, each is always
incomplete or unfinished, such that one never gets a totally holistic worldview
(Gorman 1992; Senge 2006; Werhane 1999).

Reflecting this thinking, many philosophers argue that conceptual schemes are
semantically based (e.g. Anscombe 1976; Johnson 1993; Putnam 1990; Rorty 1993;
Wittgenstein 1953). Whether human beings conceptualize or deal with the world
non-linguistically is not a topic for this essay, but as Hilary Putnam and Richard
Rorty argue, “[E]lements of what we call ‘language’ or ‘mind’ penetrate so deeply into
what we call ‘reality’ that the very project of representing ourselves as being ‘mappers’
of something ‘language-independent’ is fatally compromised from the start” (Putnam
1990: 28; cited with approval in Rorty 1993: 443; emphasis Rorty’s). Language
shapes our perspectives in such profound ways that it is difficult to imagine how we
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would conceptualize or frame experience purely non-linguistically, because the very
act of describing and explaining such concepts and frames employs language.
This leads Rorty to conclude that the notion of reality as “something outside all
schemes” or observers makes no sense. (Rorty 1993: 443)

Nevertheless, there is a difference between claiming that one cannot get at reality,
or the world, or even experience except through some conceptual scheme, and
concluding that reality or experience is itself merely created or solely socially con-
structed. Arguing that the incomplete and disparate ways in which we present and
distill experiences are socially constructed is different from arguing that experience
or reality itself is socially created. We argue here that how we conceive the world is
conceptually dependent, that is, “[e]ssence is expressed by grammar” (Wittgenstein
1953: 371, our italics). But as G.E.M. Anscombe has pointed out, this is quite
different from concluding that “essence is created by grammar” (Anscombe 1976:
188). When essence is merely created by the use of grammar, we may call it lying,
fantasy, storytelling, or mythmaking. Within any belief system we are generally
concerned to distinguish fantasy and myth from “the real,” “the true,” or “the facts,”
even though each may be socially structured.

Donald Davidson describes conceptual schemes as follows: “conceptual schemes,
we are told, are ways or organizing experience; they are systems of categories that
give form to the data of sensation; they are points of view from which individuals,
[institutions], cultures, or [historical] periods survey the passing scene” (Davidson
1974:5). Davidson’s critique engages with commensurable distinctiveness between
conceptual schemes. If they are not commensurate, as he suggests, then they must
be philosophically uninteresting. He concludes, “[w]e have found no intelligible
basis on which it can be said that schemes are different [even though] it would be
equally wrong to announce. . .that all speakers of language, at least, share a common
scheme and ontology” (Davidson 1974: 20). But not all versions of social construc-
tivism are to be equated with conceptual relativism, a conclusion we read Davidson
as reaching. One can distinguish what Davidson calls a “common coordinate system,”
(Davidson 1974: 6) or the essence that is expressed through grammar, from what
others call conceptual schemes or mental models, which are partial schemata
through which we frame our experiences. This idea of a conceptual scheme, when
not confused with a common underlying coordinate system, helps to examine the
notion of differing belief systems or worldviews, because it is not inconceivable that
there are, or have been, more than one belief system or worldview. The idea of a
common underlying coordinate system also becomes an explanatory notion to
account for our being able to identify if not accommodate what appear to be logi-
cally incommensurable conceptual schemes (Werhane 1999).

Because all mental models or mindsets are incomplete, they are learned, fragile
and changeable schemata. Moreover, we can engage in second-order studies, evalu-
ations, judgments and assessments about our own, and other operative mental mod-
els just as, to quote Solomon, we can engage in “reflective recognition that we can
change or intensify our emotions.” (Solomon 2003: 208) Of course this is highly
complex since the act of reflection is itself a technology of framing or reframing and
not, to invoke Thomas Nagel, a view from nowhere. What we are unable to do is to
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escape from any frame to an idealistic objective view from nowhere. For us this is
analogous with Heisenberg’s realization that in science one cannot eliminate the
observer from her effects on the observed; the mere act of observing affects the
object observed (Heisenberg 1959). Returning to our question, is it plausible to
consider Robert Solomon as a social constructivist? We suggest that as an admirer
of Nietzsche (1997, 2003), he was at least skeptical of positivist claims to absolute
truth and thus likely to be inclined to a socially constructed ontology. We can also
trace some nuances of Nietzsche and will in Solomon’s emotional agency. In some
places Solomon speaks of “basic emotions” that we all share. It may be that what
we share as human beings is that we are each emotional as well as cognitively
capable individuals. At one point he writes, “Basic emotions are those considered to
be important in some particular society.” (Solomon 2003: 139) But elsewhere he
asserts that, “it does not follow that the emotions are irreducibly cultural, depending
on the values and goals of a particular society. It may well be that the basic emo-
tions, so construed, are those which are essential to the human condition and thus
pan cultural.” (Solomon 2003: 138) He writes, “a basic emotion (as an affect program)
is universal; emotions that involve cognition and complex appraisals, by contrast,
might be ‘socially constructed’” (Solomon 2003: 138). We would like to propose
that if he were able to respond, he would inject both a disclaimer and another,
clearer, explanation we have not yet considered.

Still, a social constructivist perspective on emotions is not without merit although
perhaps in a more complex construct than we have delivered here. R. M. Dancy
pointed out that the early Greeks used color words not merely to refer to a hue, but
each word was connected with a family of associations some of which are not ordi-
narily connected with that particular color in English. “For example the word [for]
green of Euripides’ blood carries with it [for the Greeks] associations with moisture,
fresh vegetation and youth, and even fear” (Dancy 1983: 285). Of course this is true
for English color words as well, e.g., “blue,” which may or may not have all the
same connotations in Greek. The point is that these are emotionally laden words,
words whose emotional content is culturally learned, thus socially constructed, by
particular language forms and cultures. Moreover, like mental models, words can
affect the emotions of others when they are uttered. Indeed, and this would be a
longer argument, we suggest that many words act as evaluative judgments. For
instance, it was common after Enron to depict all managers and CEOs as ‘scumbags’
(to employ a contemporary term of art), an emotionally judgmental term; since
2008 we have refocused our odium on bankers. But what if we were to reframe our
commentary to concentrate on the virtues and good deeds that some managers and
companies actually exhibit as suggested in some recent continental literature
(Aasland 2008)? This approach, suggested by Solomon, might change mindsets and
assist managers to actively reconfigure their corporate goals and their performance
as a matter of personal responsibility inspired by their newly adopted emotion(s) as
virtuous managers.

An emotional constituent can also be, or have, political agency (Solomon 1998).
Allegedly cognitive, cold-blooded accounts of emotion and passion may also affect
the mindsets and the emotional reactions of an audience, or other participants: this
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much we agree to be obvious. It implies, moreover, that we professors, scientists,
managers, CEOs, social workers, philanthropists, consumers, politicians, parents
and children may need to think about not merely the facts—because these are always
socially constructed from a partial perspective—but also the emotional-cognitive
dimensions according to which we might be affecting the mindsets of others. Let us
present an empirical example from commerce, which was covered by NBC’s
Dateline.

H. B. Fuller is a large chemicals manufacturer located in Minneapolis, Minnesota,
U.S.A. The company has a reputation in that community for philanthropy, good
treatment of employees, and a concern for customers, etc.; that is to say, according
to mainstream business ethics, we would consider it to be a socially responsible
company. In the 1990s in an effort to reduce costs, better serve local customers, and
provide jobs in a blighted community, it opened a glue factory in Honduras. This
glue, Resistol, is used by shoemakers, particularly in developing countries, to make
shoes. The company has a clean factory, protects its workers against the fumes from
the glue, pays a living wage, charges a reasonable price for the glue, and its manag-
ers, mostly Honduran, work with the local communities on poverty reduction initia-
tives. However Fuller discovered that local distributors of its glue were repackaging
it in small plastic bags and selling it to homeless street children who sniffed it.
Inhaling the solvent vapor creates a sedative effect and also alleviates the pangs of
hunger. The children became known as Resistoleros, even when the glue they sniffed
was not sourced from Fuller (Bowie and Lenway 1993).

If, as teachers, we were to present a written up version of this case to a group of
M.B.A. students in a business ethics class, the informal, crowd-source (Brabham
2008) consensus of the class, most typically would be that while the solvent sniffing
is undesirable and perhaps even a tragedy, this is not morally attributable to, nor the
responsibility of, the manufacturer. Indeed, Fuller is being a responsible employer
and manufacturer, doing what it can by providing good jobs and making profit for
shareholders—the abuse of its product is an unintended consequence arising from
improper use and conditions which it does not condone. But if we then use different
media and present a news media/documentary video that shows the lives of these
children and the devastating results of glue sniffing (the glue eventually affects their
brain functions!), the class becomes at least split in its conclusions about Fuller and
its moral agency and responsibilities. The sight of street children sniffing glue has a
strong emotional and cognitive effect that the written case does not convey. By add-
ing explicit emotional content—specifically the faces and lives of those involved—
the video literally reconfigures the mindsets of many of the students watching it.

Our assertion here is that Ethics and Excellence has a similarly transformative
affect. It works to reconfigure our mindsets about commerce, about ethics, and about
creating value and contributing to a flourishing economy. Solomon deconstructs the
term “value-added,” often implicitly read as “economic value-added” or “profitability.”
By reinterpreting that mental model of profitability with the same terminology,
“value added,” Solomon’s work forces us to think beyond bottom-line considerations
to different mindsets that redefine value creation as human flourishing for all those
affected by free enterprise. This shift enables companies and critics to evaluate many
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dimensions of value-creating or destructive behaviors. Global companies and their
individual managers are thus challenged to take emotionally inspired action, to do
better all the way around. Interestingly, after the Dateline coverage H. B. Fuller
reevaluated its Honduran operations and glue manufacture. It has been able to find an
additive to its glue that makes it repellent to the human sense of smell and it can no
longer be tolerated by sniffers. The problem of child poverty is not easily eradicated
or resolved, but one (more), accidentally toxic route to escape has consequently been
closed off. Now it is for others to see perhaps how their emotional reaction to such
examples of global blight can lead to further remedial action.

We have discussed in some detail two strands of Solomon’s contribution to busi-
ness ethics and we consider these to be highly normative. The first serves as a per-
sistent reminder that managers may not plausibly invoke the morally vacuous claim
that business is conveniently or otherwise amoral. The second, an awareness of the
cognitive analysis of emotion along with its proposed agency—a practice of reaction
and action—offers us, as individual teachers or managers, a means of translating
our emotions into more thoughtful management relationships for which we are all
responsible.!
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Chapter 8

Virtues, Concepts, and Rules in Business
Ethics: Reflections on the Contributions
of Robert C. Solomon

Robert Audi

Abstract This essay is an exploration of some major elements in the ethical theory
and moral psychology of Robert C. Solomon. The main context for the discussion
is business ethics, an area in which Solomon was a major and frequent contributor
for some three decades. Special attention is given to his construction of his own version
of Aristotelian virtue ethics. In building his virtue-ethical position, he gave a major
place to the psychological aspects of virtue. In particular, he brought out the ethical
importance of emotions as at once cognitive and affective and as major elements in
both the constitution of virtue and the sustenance of ethical conduct in day-to-day
life. The essay explores his treatment of certain virtues, his view of the character
traits particularly important for business ethics, and the perennial question whether
any virtue ethics is normatively complete.

Both virtue ethics and moral psychology have been prominent and growing subfields
in the past quarter of a century. Few have been substantial contributors in both areas.
In my view, Robert C. Solomon achieved a unique combination of breadth in both
areas and brought virtue ethics vividly to life in relation to business practice as no
one else did. He also gave a special vitality to discussions of business ethics itself.
He was a creative moral psychologist himself, with a knowledge of psychological,
philosophical, and other literature that enriched his discussions of such topics as
emotion, human motivation, self-deception, weakness of will, intention and practical
reasoning, and moral responsibility. Here, and in his writings on ethics and on such
philosophical figures as Nietzsche and Sartre, we have seen more than a powerful
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intellect. We have also seen a raconteur. As a writer, he had imagination, insight,
intellectual versatility, humor, and fine literary style. As a person, he exemplified the
kinds of virtues he wrote about. In this short study, I can consider only some broad
elements in his virtue ethical approach and some of his portraits of concepts impor-
tant both for business ethics and for other major domains of applied ethics.

Solomon’s Approach to Virtue Ethics

In Ethics and Excellence (which I view as one of his major books, at least in business
ethics), Solomon tells us that he is providing “an Aristotelian approach to business
ethics,” (Solomon 1992b: 7) and (here as elsewhere) he certainly does. He describes
many dimensions of an Aristotelian virtue ethics and many aspects of business
ethics on which virtues of character particularly bear. The basic business virtues he
explicates and illustrates are honesty, fairness, trust, and toughness. (I refer here just
to that work; other virtues he discusses will be noted below.) It will be instructive to
review some of his points and bring out their significance and, in some cases, a
different emphasis. In this section, I will concentrate—briefly and very selectively—
on some representative concepts Solomon treats in detail in more than one of
his writings.

Honesty

In characterizing honesty, Solomon says much that is significant, but what I find
most noteworthy is that he introduces self-deception as a liability (Solomon 1992b:
212). For most writers on honesty, self-deception would not be a serious focus, but
it is surely a liability in the social contexts that call for honesty and not, as the name
might suggest, just a self-focused deficiency. The notion is elusive (as I have noted
myself—see, e.g., Audi (1989) and Audi (2006)), and the phenomenon is among the
more subtle lapses of honesty whose moral evaluation is complicated by the uncon-
scious elements that, typically, cause or sustain the condition. Among the major
questions connecting self-deception with the understanding of honesty are these:
Do self-deceivers lie to others or only to themselves? Can they help lying, if the
self-deception is a defense mechanism important in their psychic economy?
Whatever the answers to these questions, Solomon’s writings, in this book and else-
where, indicate that moral responsibility is not necessarily undermined where a
statement or deed arises from self-deception. Indeed, one of his aims as a moral
psychologist was to enhance self-understanding in a way that both contributes to
our theoretical appreciation of the scope of responsibility and enhances our capacity
to live up to it.
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Trust

As to trust—which is virtually universally agreed to be pivotal for the existence of
business—Solomon distinguishes it both from naivete on one side and from prudence
on the other. He says that trust is “not a principle”; it is “an attitude, a working pre-
supposition... It is trust that makes the system work™ (Solomon 1992b: 213). He says
a great deal both about what trust is and about how it is to be earned and maintained.
He includes systemic trust, as we might call it—the kind an economy needs to sus-
tain flourishing businesses—and interpersonal trust, the kind familiar in relations
between or among individual persons. It is regarding interpersonal trust that I want to
question one view he proposes: that “trust is an affective attitude, an emotion” (see
Solomon and Flores 1996).! T accept a negative point underlying this view: the point
that “Trust is not a set of beliefs or expectations” (p. 60). Even if trusting someone
entails having these, weakness of will can prevent a person with the appropriate
beliefs or expectations from behaving as trust requires. If you trust someone, you
will take certain risks on the strength of the person’s word; but where taking a risk is
fearsome or otherwise aversive, one might fail to do the relevant deed not from lost
or flagging trust, but because one lacks the will power to overcome the obstacle. I can
also accept the point that trust implies a tendency to feel betrayed if the trusted person
fails to do what one counts on in virtue of the trust. But this feeling—which is
emotional—is not a requirement of trust itself, which of course is not always betrayed.

Perhaps Solomon would split the difference with me here, noting that an affec-
tive attitude need not be an emotion or—perhaps—that an emotion need not be
felt, at least in the way in which “core” emotions like fear, anger, and jealousy are.
He does, after all, speak in the same essay of “the exaggerated distinction between
emotions, articulate expectations and strategies™ (p. 69). What is uncontroversial
regarding this essay is that it connects trust with related phenomena, rejects reduc-
tion of trust either to purely cognitive elements or to purely emotional elements,
and raises fruitful questions about just how cognitive, attitudinal, emotional, and, in
a broad sense, strategic trust is.

Toughness

Toughness is another business virtue that most other writers in the virtue-ethical
tradition would overlook or underemphasize—if only because the term suggests an
element of ruthlessness or at least aggression. But toughness, as Solomon portrays

'There is far more to discuss in this wide-ranging essay.

2That the concept of emotion is vague and that expectations of the kind that express ardent desire
have an emotional character are important points, but why strategies come in here I am not sure.
Both emotions and trust can figure in strategies; but they do not seem difficult to distinguish from
those. In any case, that Solomon might split the difference with me is not a mere conjecture. In a
later work (referred to in note 7) he says, of both trust and empathy, that “neither one seems to be
an emotion as such” (p. 20).



106 R. Audi

it, is “not simply self-interested, but neither can it be considered an altruistic or
self-sacrificing trait of character” (Solomon 1992a: 328). Nor is toughness equiva-
lent to fortitude, a cousin in the traditional pantheon of virtues. Fortitude is less
active, whereas toughness includes both bearing up under stress and even surviving
serious failures. Solomon’s suggestion seems to be that, at least in business, the
tough exhibit their toughness in what they do; our fortitude, by contrast, is exhib-
ited primarily in what we bear. Toughness even has what he called “an ethically
painful element,” as where a manager has to release loyal competent employees to
save the company (1992b: 214). In my view, what Solomon calls toughness is
much like what is sometimes called moral courage. In any case, it may be fruitfully
compared with that virtue.

Fairness

I have not yet described fairness, which Solomon rightly associates closely with
justice. Here he provides an excellent elaboration of one dimension of fairness that
is crucial for ethical business: recognition of merit in remuneration. He describes
the elements of remunerative fairness in terms of equality (roughly, paying people
equally in relation to comparable contributions to the business organization in ques-
tion); two kinds of day-to-day merit workers can have (achieving results and expending
effort); ability; need; rights (as where there is an agreement, such as a contract,
regarding remuneration); the public good (which may be a factor in what some
employers can or should pay); duties and responsibilities (which some workers
fulfill better than others); market value (which we know “merits” attention in busi-
ness and elsewhere); bearing risk and uncertainty (which can call for monetary
compensation); seniority; loyalty (which merits financial recognition in some cases);
moral virtue; and tradition (‘precedent’ would be another term for what he has in
mind under tradition—Solomon 1992b: 238-239).

Sympathy and Empathy

These notions have been much discussed both in ethical literature and in moral
psychology. In his wide-ranging “Free Enterprise, Sympathy and Virtue” (Solomon
2006),> Solomon locates these three elements historically, with attention to Hume,
Adam Smith, and others, provides accounts of their nature and difference, and con-
trasts their place in virtue ethics with their standing in the Kantian tradition that
(for a time, at least) spawned “the exile of the kind sentiments and the ‘inclinations’

3 A chapter that is part of a collection posted on the SSRN website in the Economics Research
Network at http://papers/ssrn/abstract=927482
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in general from moral philosophy” (p. 5). Given that Solomon was a defender of the
cognitivity of the emotions—and indeed even of a judgmental theory of emotion
(see, e.g., Solomon 1993)—it is noteworthy that, concerning sympathy, empathy,
and many other emotional elements, he was opposed to intellectualist reduction. He
says, for instance, that “we err when we turn either sympathy or empathy into some-
thing essentially projective and contemplative, a product of thought rather than
shared feeling in a shared relationship” (p. 20). One may object that in special cases
sympathy and perhaps even empathy do not require any connection between persons
deserving the term ‘relationship’, but that is perhaps a minor point. They are social
even if not necessarily anchored in “relationships.” What emerges clearly in
Solomon’s work is that such cognitive elements as belief and knowledge are not
sufficient for the understanding of either emotions or the virtues.

Altruism

Altruism is often misunderstood because it is assumed to be the polar opposite of
egoism, rather than a psychologically realistic contrast with it. Here it is noteworthy
that Solomon opposes the common view apparently based on this assumption
(still far too widely accepted, I believe) of altruism as entailing self-sacrifice.* He
speaks, for instance, of the false antagonism between ‘selfishness’ on the one hand
and what is called ‘altruism’ or ‘selflessness’ on the other...altruism isn’t self-
sacrifice’ (Solomon 1992b: 22). He might have added that, just as egoistic behavior
need gain nothing for the egoist, one need not lose anything in altruistically doing
something for the sake of someone else, even entirely for such a reason. An altruistic
action can be both enjoyable and beneficial—nor does that fact entail that one’s
motive must have been to derive pleasure and benefit: one might not even suspect
that one would—or, for that matter, have any expectation of unpleasant consequences
or feelings of guilt if one does not. Solomon also clarifies and makes use of an
Aristotelian conception of altruism: “it’s just a more reasonable conception of self,
as tied up intimately with community, with friends and family who may, indeed,
count (even to us) more than we do” (p. 22). Here one is reminded of Aristotle’s
view of friendship in the Nicomachean Ethics, a view on which our conception of
our good may essentially include a concern with the well-being of those we love.
More broadly, Solomon sees altruism and indeed other desirable elements in char-
acter, as crucially connected with community, in a sense of the term wide enough to
include business organizations. He says at one point, for example, ‘“To call the approach
‘Aristotelian’ is to emphasize the importance of community as such (I want to con-
sider corporations as, first of all communities)” (Solomon 2004: 1023). As I under-
stand him, he does not take individuals to be merely social constructs (even if their

* Ayn Rand is a source, or anyway an influential proponent, of this view. Critical discussion of her
treatment of altruism is provided (Audi 2009).
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individuality is “socially constituted’),? but rather to be, in a far-reaching way socially
engaged—at least if they are virtuous members of a community. The statement just
quoted is followed by the qualification: “This emphasis on community should not,
however, be taken to eclipse the importance of the individual and individual responsi-
bility [but] ... it is only within the community that individuality is developed and
defined” (p. 1023). Developing the idea further, he says that “A virtue has a place in a
social context, a human practice” (p. 1025). This may seem to imply that apart from
social relations there would be no virtues, but it does not. One could have certain
“individual” virtues, such as imaginativeness and self-discipline without exercising
them in social contexts. This does not entail that they are not relevant to social rela-
tions; the point is that even if every virtue corresponds to one or more human prac-
tices, not all virtues, like honesty and fidelity, must be manifested in social contexts.

Ethical Styles

The insightfulness in moral psychology that I have already mentioned carries over
to Solomon’s sense of ethical styles, roughly the manner in which virtues and other
moral characteristics manifest themselves in conduct, by contrast with the specific
deeds performed. He was sensitive to what, in my terms, is the distinction between
obligations of matter, which are to do things of specific act-types—say, to furlough
an employee—and obligations of manner, which are (“adverbial”’) obligations to do
what one must in a morally appropriate way, say sympathetically rather than sum-
marily or dryly.

Ethics and Excellence describes seven styles in ethics: the rule-governed
style, understood deontologically; the utilitarian, conceived (as I interpret it) in
relation to various kinds of maximization efforts; the loyalist, which stresses
obligations of fidelity to persons or institutions; the prudential, in which long-
term self-interest is central; the virtuous, in which actions are judged in relation
to one’s character; the intuitive, in which people tend to follow their conscience;
and the empathetic, in which feelings of sympathy and compassion are central
(Solomon 1992b: 255-256). These styles are clarified by noting degenerate cases
of their use as well as their more normal employment. The styles encompass
obligations of manner as well as those of matter, and the former obligations seem
to be at least implicitly covered particularly in relation to the empathic style. An
empathic person, for instance, who must be tough in criticizing a junior member
of the team, does it in a manner that takes account of how it is felt and not just
of how it is understood cognitively.

> As he suggests in Solomon (1992a) in which he says this and that individuality is also “socially
situated” (p. 326).
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The ethical styles Solomon speaks of are connected with what he called “The Six
Dimensions of Virtue Ethics” (see Solomon 1992a: 326-330). These are community,
excellence, role identity, integrity, judgment, and holism. I have already emphasized
the communitarian element in his virtue ethics; a central point here is that ethical
individuals must be capable of proper functioning as moral agents in a community.
Excellence is of course the qualitative dimension of virtue crucial for understanding
the proper exercise of any particular virtue. Success in a range of activities is its cru-
cial mark. The notion of role identity is one that Solomon connects with business
practice in particular, but he also accommodates the range of roles that mark other
domains of human activity. Regarding integrity, that virtually all-time favorite in busi-
ness ethics, he says, “integrity represents the integration of one’s roles and responsi-
bilities and the virtues defined by them” (p. 328). This emphasis on integration, which
captures a core element in the concept of integrity, is especially welcome given how
often ‘integrity’ is used to refer simply to a single virtue, especially honesty.°®

The fifth and sixth dimensions of virtue ethics need only brief mention here. Judgment,
which Solomon identifies with phronesis (roughly, Aristotelian practical wisdom),
is essential for the possession and exercise of any virtue; and holism, like integrity,
concerns the kind and degree of unity in a life. The virtuous life exhibits interconnected
capacities and practices; it is not a mere compilation of desirable ones. Ethical style in
a person is a matter of the distinctive way these six dimensions of virtue are realized
in the person’s life. In people of integrity, there will be no radical break between conduct
in business settings and conduct in other social contexts. Implicit in what Solomon is
saying is that people of integrity neither have two faces nor lead double lives.

In later work, on which Solomon drew in his contributions to the highly compre-
hensive reader, Honest Work (Solomon et al. 2007), he incorporates his virtue-ethical
approach in a strategic planning section. Here he poses a series of 12 questions.
In line with his emphasis on the social character of virtue, he calls on those doing
life-planning or career-planning to ask what kind of people they like to spend their
time with and whom they want to please. These are crucial questions for guiding
ethical life of any kind. In elaborating on the last question, he shows his humor, an
element sprinkled throughout many of his works. He writes: “‘Yourself” is the fash-
ionable but usually false answer. ‘My mother’ and ‘my father’ are a bit overworked,
thanks to Freud. Try again.” (Solomon 2007: 107).

Some Limitations of Virtue-Ethics

Solomon was both ecumenical and judicious, and I cannot tell whether he thought
that the Aristotelian virtue-ethical approach is normatively self-sufficient, that is
(roughly), adequate to deal with questions of what we are obligated to do and

®For an account of integrity as figuring in business ethics—including some discussion of some of
Solomon’s views on the topic, see Audi and Murphy (2006).
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(related to this) of what is and is not intrinsically good. The question is not easy to
answer because there are such rich resources in Aristotle—and certainly in Solomon,
who generally sought to theorize in a broad way that enabled him to take on board
the best elements even in theories that, overall, he rejected. But in an essay of this
character, I should in any case say something substantive about the relation between
my views and Solomon’s, so let me simply comment on that question as I see it.

On my view (argued in, among other writings, Audi 1994), the deontic concepts—
notably those of right and wrong and of moral obligation—are not derivable from
aretaic (virtue-theoretic) concepts, such as being honest, being fair, and being loyal.
This is not to deny that if someone has the latter concepts (the aretaic ones), the
person could, or even would, thereby have the former (the deontic ones). We cannot
have the concept of a library without having that of a book, but the concept of a
book is still the prior one.

But how far should we take the library analogy? Should we say that the deontic
concepts are really prior and that virtues are something like internalizations of moral
principles? I am not claiming that, though the position is arguable. It is certainly
true that what constitutes a virtuous person can be understood at least in part in
terms of internalized standards of obligation. My point here is more modest: it is
that what constitutes, say, obligatory action cannot be basically understood in terms
of what virtuous persons characteristically do. But this can be so even if the deontic
concepts are not prior to the aretaic notions. Some third set of concepts, say axio-
logical ones, could be prior to both. I suspect Solomon would have argued that there
is a false contrast here; as some of the above indicates, he was constantly denying
dichotomies and questioning established distinctions. He certainly would not accept
my point at face value.

Suppose I am mainly right on the question of conceptual priority. This does not
imply that no one should teach business ethics in terms of a virtue emphasis above
all. My own view is that in teaching ethics we should use every approach we can
to clarify moral matters and to help students and businesspeople make ethically
better decisions and live up to them. Moreover, I have long held that if aretaic
concepts are not conceptually basic in ethics—or more basic than deontic notions—
they are essential in the theory of moral worth. Aristotle in effect distinguished
between actions that express virtue—roughly are motivationally grounded in
virtue—and those merely in conformity with it, just as Kant distinguished actions
from duty and those merely in conformity with it. (The similarity between Kant
and Aristotle here is in my judgment too little noted.) The latter two kinds of
action—those just of the right behavioral type—are not morally creditworthy.
A business traveler’s turning in only expenses the job required is the right thing to
do, but doing it is not morally creditworthy if it is motivated only by a desire to
avoid punishment.

Ethics calls on us not just to do the right thing but to do it for the right reason.
If we do not cultivate the elements of character that make doing the right thing for
the right reason natural, we are unlikely to be reliable in doing the right thing at all.
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Solomon saw this, and his writings provide vivid and multifarious routes to the ethical
cultivation that is essential in business ethics. They are a unique and lasting contri-
bution to our literature in both that field and in moral psychology.’
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"This essay is dedicated to the memory of Robert C. Solomon. Bob was a friend of mine at the time
we were graduate students at the University of Michigan, and we kept in touch through the decades
that followed. I recall many discussions during our year of overlap at the University of Texas in the
early 1970s, a joint session on emotion at a conference later in the 1970s after I went to the
University of Nebraska, at least one visit of Bob’s to Nebraska in the 1980s on which he gave us a
essay and lecture in philosophical psychology, another such visit in the 1990s when his topic was
medical humanities, and still another when he and Kathy were together and visited in our home.
There were also several occasions in the past 20 years or so when I gave essays at the University
of Texas, and there Bob was always both an instructive respondent and a lively conversationalist
over dinner. We met regularly at meetings of the American Philosophical Association as well as at
the Society for Business Ethics, and I was looking forward to closer ties through our increasingly
overlapping work in business ethics. I had wanted him to speak at Notre Dame.



Chapter 9
Robert Solomon’s Aristotelian Nietzsche

Christine Swanton

Abstract In taking seriously Nietzsche as a moral philosopher Robert Solomon
situates Nietzsche in the Aristotelian virtue ethical tradition. This is broadly under-
stood as teleological and “self realizationist”. Accordingly it is reasonable to conceive
of both as subscribing to the following constraint on virtue:

(C1) A trait cannot be a virtue if it characteristically impairs or undermines the
growth and development of its possessor.

Three difficulties for this reading are addressed and overcome:

(a) Nietzsche’s concept of will to power as a central value is incompatible with
virtue in any normal sense.

(b) Nietzsche does not believe in universal virtue, and is only concerned with the
life affirmation (self realization) of the higher types, for it is on this that cultural
enhancement in Europe depends.

(c) For Nietzsche, Solomon claims, all morality is perspectival, and as a conse-
quence for him there are no moral truths. If this is so, Nietzsche cannot endorse
(C1) as a truth of virtue.

How to Read Nietzsche

In his Living With Nietzsche: What The Great “Immoralist” Has to Teach Us, Robert
Solomon states that
In this book, I suggest that we read [Nietzsche] from an existential point of view, as a pro-

vocative writer who means to transform the way we view our lives (as he attempts to trans-
form his own). In other words, we should take Nietzsche personally (Solomon 2003: 12).
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I agree. However, as Solomon also suggests, taking Nietzsche personally is
worthwhile only to the extent that he has something good to say. Indeed, Solomon
continues:

...the existential approach I take here is by no means to be taken as a substitute for serious
analysis and scholarship, for close textual and intimate biographical study (Solomon 2003: 12).

Understanding Nietzsche from both these points of view, I, and Solomon, take
him as a philosopher who has something good to say about ethics, where this is
understood as philosophical enquiry into what it takes to lead a good life. This in
fact is the moral theoretical perspective of virtue ethics. A virtue ethical approach
can thus harmonize both points of view, assuming that serious analysis can place
Nietzsche in the virtue ethical tradition, and that leading a good life is a serious
personal concern. Solomon’s “Aristotelian Nietzsche” is in fact within that tradition,
and has that concern. From my perspective, furthermore, and I believe to some
extent from Solomon’s, taking Nietzsche personally requires a theoretical perspec-
tive on the virtues and virtue ethics. So I need to say something about reading
Nietzsche from that theoretical perspective.

Solomon (2003) maps Nietzsche onto Aristotle in fundamental respects. He
begins by agreeing with Julius Moravscik’s claim that Aristotle and Nietzsche were
‘two of a kind... both functionalists, both naturalists, both “teleologists,” standing
very much opposed to the utilitarians and Kantians’ (p. 129). In fact, Solomon
claims, ‘Nietzsche’s ethics, like Aristotle’s can best be classified in introductory ethics
readers as an ethics of “self realization” (p. 129). Accordingly, ‘what is essential to
this view of ethics... an ethics of virtue, aretaic ethics — is that the emphasis is
wholly on excellence, a teleological conception’ (p. 131).

Understanding the nature of this ‘teleological conception’, purportedly common
to Nietzsche and Aristotle, requires a foray into the theoretical base for virtue ethics
within which both Aristotle and Nietzsche can be situated. Accordingly, in the following
section, I give an account of what one might call the “meta-ethics” of Aristotelian
virtue ethics. Here I suggest that on one reading of Aristotle, we can reasonably
ascribe such a meta-ethics to Nietzsche. I then consider three difficulties for an
Aristotelian picture of Nietzsche. These are Nietzsche’s conception of will to power
(the third section), his apparent view that virtues are not universal and that self real-
ization is only for the higher type (the fourth section ), and his view that objectivity
is not constructed from the point of view of the virtuous agent (the final section).

The Meta-Ethics of Aristotelian Virtue Ethics

Virtue ethics in the Aristotelian tradition can be defined by one central meta-ethical
claim. All evaluation presupposes evaluation of items as good of a kind, or as rela-
tive to a purpose. If I say ‘It’s a good thing that it’s raining’ for example, I am saying
implicitly that it is good relative to my interests as a gardener, or the interests of the
drought stricken Northland farmers and so on. Evaluations of items as being good
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of a kind will differ fundamentally according to whether the items evaluated are
artefacts or organisms (including respectively their purposes, and their actions,
reactions and behaviours). The former presuppose a purpose or function relative to
the aims of those for whom the artefact is useful or serves a purpose. Evaluation of
the latter does not presuppose this. Rather, for Aristotle, good of a kind evaluation
for organisms is relative to their ‘ergon’ or characteristic activity, and an under-
standing of that in turn requires an understanding of their nature as organisms of a
certain natural kind. At this point an important move is made by Aristotle. Strictly
speaking, good of a kind evaluation is evaluation as good qua F — good as an F.
However, for Aristotle, in the case of organisms what makes something good gua F
is what is good for F.

Now the question arises: given that what is good for an organism can be assessed
as relative to many different roles that organism may occupy, what is the most fun-
damental form of evaluation as being good of a kind? For Aristotle, what is good for
human beings is determined by a hierarchical approach to goodness, with the hier-
archy terminating in what is good for a human being as a human being. How can
this be? Organisms are items that have a zelos, a characteristic growth and develop-
ment; and it is good for an organism as that type of organism, that it exhibit that
characteristic growth and development, albeit shaped by its environment, culture,
history, and so on. But culture and environment themselves can be critically assessed
in terms of their impairment or otherwise of the growth and development of the
organism as a type. Certainly Nietzsche’s attack on European culture took exactly
this form.

Finally Aristotle made one extra move: the evaluative hierarchy terminates in
eudaimonia, which is not just good for humans in general but is good for each
individual human. So we move from the good gua human, to the good for human,
to the good for humans qua human, to the good for humans qua human being eudai-
monia, which in turn is good for each individual human being. On this view too,
it is a necessary condition of eudaimonia that one have and exercise the virtues, so it
is a necessary condition of being a virtue that it characteristically be good for its
pOSSessor.

How do we understand what is good for a person as a constraint on virtue? In a
virtue ethics of self realization, it is natural to understand the ‘good for’ in terms of
self realization, so that such a virtue ethics accepts as a constraint on virtue the
following:

(C1) A trait cannot be a virtue if it characteristically impairs or undermines the
growth and development of its possessor.
(C1), it should be noted, does not entail the following constraint accepted by
neo-Aristotelians:

(C2) It is a necessary condition of a trait being a virtue that it characteristically
benefit its possessor.

It is possible for traits to be risky bets for agent benefit in a normal welfarist sense
without those traits undermining personal development; for example great devotion
to very unpopular but worthwhile causes, great courage in dangerous times, passionate,
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driven, artistic creativity. Indeed this is one of Nietzsche’s foremost assumptions
underlying his attacks on eudaimonistic ethics as he understands it. For the purposes
of this paper I shall read Aristotle as endorsing (C1), and leave open the question of
his espousal of (C2) and the sense of ‘benefit’ involved in any such espousal. Although
Solomon’s “Aristotelian Nietzsche” certainly has him subscribing to a healthy list of
Aristotle’s virtues, he does not saddle Nietzsche with belief in (C2). Nonetheless if
we interpret Aristotle in terms of the “self realizationist” thesis (C1), I think ascribing
to Nietzsche an Aristotelian meta-ethics is reasonable.

However there is a difficulty in ascribing (C1) to Nietzsche. To understand this
difficulty we need to clarify the relation between virtue and (C1). To say that (C1)
is a constraint on virtue is not to say that (C1) is the focus or point of the virtue. (C1)
for example does not imply that all virtues have as their targets or aims the growth
and development of their possessors, or that a virtuous agent has that in mind when
she is exercising a virtue. Virtues of love or friendship are focussed on others, not
on the agent, and people exercising those virtues are themselves focussed in that
way. The question then arises: what is the connection between not undermining the
growth and development of human beings gua human, and realizing the point or
target of the virtues, which may not be focussed on that good? Given that the growth
and development of the possessor of a virtue is not the point of all the virtues, or
even of most of them, is it possible that successfully meeting or realizing a virtue’s
aim, its target, may characteristically undermine the growth or development of its
possessor? If this is so, then there are problems for Solomon’s “Aristotelian
Nietzsche” understood as a Nietzsche concerned with self realization.

To address this problem, we need a schematic definition of a virtue namely:

A virtue is a good quality of character, more specifically a disposition to respond to or
acknowledge items within its field or fields in an excellent or good enough way (Swanton
2003: 19).

The target or aim of a virtue is, schematically, to respond well to items in its field
in a manner characteristic of the virtue. What counts as such responsiveness will
vary according to the field of the virtue, and the normatively salient features of that
field to which an agent is to be responsive, and which is the focus of the virtue in
question. To have a conception of how virtue secures a normative grasp on the world
(the various fields of the virtues with their normatively salient features) we need
an account of those features — what I have elsewhere (Swanton 2003) called the
bases of moral acknowledgement. Here I shall focus on just one, value, for that is a
central notion in Nietzsche, and well illustrates the possible tension between a
virtue not undermining the personal development or growth of its possessor, and
realizing the point or aim of that virtue. Values should be understood as properties
of items: they are not things. According to the basic conception of ‘value’, valuable
items are worthy of preservation, maintenance, enhancement, creation and so on.
There are many things that are valuable besides the good of individual human
beings, let alone the agent. Hence the normative pull of the world on the virtuous,
expressed in value-talk, may be in tension with the idea that virtues do not undermine
the growth and development of their possessors.
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If however there is no real tension, three apparent difficulties would need to be
overcome:

(a) Nietzsche’s concept of will to power as a central value is incompatible with
virtue in any normal sense, including the schematic definition given above.

(b) Nietzsche does not believe in universal virtue, and is only concerned with the
life affirmation (self realization) of the higher types, for it is on this that cultural
enhancement in Europe depends.

(c) For Nietzsche, Solomon claims (2003: 47-48), all morality is perspectival, and
as a consequence for him there are no moral truths. If this is so, how can we
claim that Nietzsche endorses (C1) as a truth of virtue, which any good moral
theory should recognize?

Each of these difficulties is addressed in turn in the following three sections.

Virtue and Will to Power

We turn now to the first difficulty: Nietzsche’s conception of will to power.

Solomon, unlike myself, does not take Nietzsche’s conception of will to power
very seriously as a notion important for Nietzsche. Solomon relegates the notion of
will to power in Nietzsche to the status of serving as a reminder that we are not
motivated solely by pleasure, but also by desires for status, for control, and so on
(Solomon 2003: 85). I by contrast think the notion is central, indeed fundamental to
understanding the difference between virtue and vice as Nietzsche sees it, for it
plays a powerful theoretical explanatory role in that understanding. In particular,
not only is Nietzsche’s notion of will to power compatible with virtue in any normal
sense, it gives content to (C1). Accordingly a huge amount of his philosophy gives
an account of the varieties of distorted ‘will to power’ which underlie various vices.
Distorted will to power appears precisely in forms which express impoverished
personal development or undermine growth and creativity.

The notion of ‘will to power’ thus plays a central role in Nietzsche’s view that
psychology should be reinstated as the ‘queen of the sciences’ (Nietzsche 1973 §23:
54) for that science can uncover the ‘depths’ of our being, unlike traditional moral
philosophy which he describes as superficial and timid. (‘All moral philosophy
hitherto has been boring and a soporific’) (Nietzsche 1973 §228: 157). Nietzsche
himself described his psychology as ‘the development-theory of the will to power’
(Nietzsche 1973 §23: 53; see Lehrer 1999). Nietzsche claims (rightly in my view)
that this development theory provides, in his hands, a deeper account of the nature
of virtue and vice than that supplied hitherto. As he says: ‘thanks to another self
examination and deepening on the part of man’ we reject that idea [that virtue, what
is of value, lies in intention] as superficial: we come to believe that ‘the decisive
value of an action resides in precisely that which is not intentional in it (Nietzsche
1973 §32: 63).
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Given that a virtue is a disposition of excellent or good responsiveness to items
in its domain (such as threatening or dangerous situations, pleasure, friends or
potential friends), a virtue ethics based on the idea of will to power will require that
an agent express or enhance not her will to power as such, but her undistorted will
to power. But what does that mean? First, what is meant by will to power? Will to
power as a genus must be distinguished from its various species. As a genus, it is a
highly general idea, applicable to all life forms:

A living thing desires above all to vent its strength - life as such is will to power... (Nietzsche
1973 §13: 44).

As applied to humans, the need to ‘vent one’s strength’, expand, is connected
essentially with their nature as active, growing, developing beings, rather than mere
receptacles of pleasure or welfare. It is important to realize that for Nietzsche the
‘will to power’ should not be conceived as consisting of something called the will,
which is a will to a single thing, power. This is a mistake on two fronts. First the idea
of a mental entity, “free will” which is the operation of an ‘indifferent substratum’
existing ‘behind’ the action, and which can either switch on its “will” or not, is a
metaphysical fiction (Nietzsche 1996 I §13: 29). Rather as Nietzsche says in real
life it is only a matter of strong and weak wills’ (Nietzsche 1973 §21: 51), or rather,
there are strong and weak individuals “willing” in a way which expresses their
strength or expresses their weakness.

The expressive character of our action as strong or weak enables us to make
sense of Nietzsche’s denial that our actions are unegoistic:

‘Unegoistic!” — this one is hollow and wants to be full, that one is overfull and wants to be
emptied — both go in search of an individual who will serve their purpose. And this process,
understood in its highest sense, is in both cases called by the same word: love — what? is
love supposed to be something unegoistic? (Nietzsche 1982 §145: 91-2).

Nietzsche’s claim here is that love is expressive of neediness: the only issue is
whether the neediness is healthy or strong, or weak; whether the loving behaviour
expresses valuable or disvaluable states in the individual. The ‘intention’ to act for
the sake of another is, for Nietzsche, superficial. If that intention is expressive of
being ‘overfull’ and a need to bestow, then it is “egoistic” in a valuable sense. Such
a person gives from a position of psychological strength as opposed to a self
sacrificial giving borne of inner weakness. The latter giver, who is empty and needs
to be filled, is not affirming or enhancing her own life, but is rather externalizing self
contempt by loving for and through others.

Once it is understood that ‘will to power’ is not a type of act or motive that
presupposes the fiction of free will, but is expressive, we can unmask the second
mistake: that the will to power is a will 7o a single thing: power. If everything is ‘will
to power’ why does Nietzsche speak so often of other apparent “wills”, such as
the will to memory of the sovereign individual, and the will to truth of the ascetic
philosopher? Will to power is not a will to a single thing, power, but in seeking truth,
seeking justice, using one’s memory, for example, one can exhibit various kinds of
weaknesses (or strengths) in that seeking or deployment. Thus Nietzsche frequently
speaks of forms of the will to truth and the will to memory that exhibit distortion
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(such as the ‘unconditional will to truth’). The will to truth of the ascetic philosopher
is in him an expression of a ‘domineering spiritualization’, the will to memory of the
sovereign individual is ‘protracted’ and relentless. There is no single thing “power”
which Nietzsche’s various types seek. Rather they more or less powerfully aim to
develop, grow, expand, vent their strength, and some of these ways of expressing
strength are, for Nietzsche, distorted.

Many kinds of distorted will to power such as resentment, cruelty turned inward,
resignation, various forms of escape from self, underlie vice, whereas virtue is
marked by an absence of such distortion. Pity as a vice can thereby be distinguished
from virtuous altruism which Nietzsche frequently calls ‘overflowing’; laziness as a
vice can be distinguished from virtuous “letting things be”; resignation or “willess-
ness” distinguished from sublimation, and (virtuous) solitariness; and anxiety ridden
fear from proper prudence.'

To conclude: Nietzsche’s notion of will to power, far from being a “value” incom-
patible with virtue at all, actually underwrites the conception of virtue which
subscribes to (C1). However this notion, far from underwriting (C2), may even be
incompatible with it.

Virtue and Types of Human Being

I turn now to the second of the difficulty (b) on page 117. This is the thought that
Nietzsche denies the existence of universal virtue and that it is only the self
realization of the few with which Nietzsche is concerned.? I shall argue that though
Nietzsche relativizes at least some virtues to types of human being, this is compat-
ible with a view which I believe he holds: there are many important universal
virtues, and (C1) can reasonably be seen as applicable to all. Indeed Nietzsche and
Aristotle are in the same camp in this respect. For Aristotle some virtues are able to
be possessed only by subclasses of human, notably magnificence and megalopsy-
chia (great souledness), but these are “differentiated” forms of a universal virtue.
What is interesting here is that Aristotle does not rely for example simply on talk of
a single universal virtue denoting an excellence of character in relation to the field
of getting and spending money, and on the idea of phronesis (practical wisdom)
determining how this single virtue is to be expressed in various circumstances.
Rather he thinks that the one “basic” virtue (an excellence of character in regard
to the field of getting and spending money), is able to be differentiated into two
virtues: liberality and magnificence. (We might wish to add a third, thrift). The dif-
ferentiated virtues are salient and conceptually useful to the point that we have
names for them, but not for the undifferentiated basic form. The same general point

'For more on the distinction between virtue and vice in Nietzsche see Swanton (2011).

2T cannot here fully address the second of these issues, concentrating mainly on the first. (But see
Swanton 2006).
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applies to megalopsychia. The megalopsychos, properly understood, is a type to be
admired, for he is worthy of great things and has an accurate conception of his
worth. He is thus to be distinguished from the merely modest — he who is not worthy
of great things and who also has an accurate conception of his worth. The general
basic virtue concerns excellence in the field of one’s attitude to one’s worth or
achievement, but again, the basic virtue appears to have no name.

Nietzsche is Aristotelian in that he too relativises some virtues to types of being,
as Solomon recognizes. However I have two points of possible difference with
Solomon. First Solomon appears to accuse Nietzsche in this respect of ‘elitism’, a
pejorative term, whereas both Aristotle and Nietzsche are emphasising various
respects in which we are unequal, and some of these inequalities need to be recog-
nized in differentiated virtue. Secondly, unlike Solomon, I do not believe that,
for Nietzsche, all the differentiated virtues are of the “overflowing” passional type.
In this regard my Nietzsche may well be more Aristotelian than Solomon’s.

I turn now to the problematic area of the relativization of virtue to types of
human being. A major area of controversy, as far as Nietzsche is concerned, are the
virtues proper to types of ‘man’, particularly those of the herd or of the higher type
such as the ‘free spirit’ of Beyond Good and Evil. It may be thought that his views
commit him to a kind of relativism described by Leiter (2002: 44) as ‘the view that
judgments are only “valid” relative to a “framework™ or “perspective,” so that
conflicting judgments can, in principle, both be true’, as opposed to what Leiter
calls relationalism: the idea for example that something may be good for one type
of thing but bad for another — a view that is of course compatible with objectivity.
I want to show that the relationality of Nietzsche’s virtues is compatible with the
idea of there being universal virtue for Nietzsche, and if that is so, any move from
relationality to relativism is to some extent undercut. Nietzsche can be read as a
someone who accepts universal virtues based on universal facts about human
nature, while making room for the idea of virtue differentiated in various ways; not
only by cultural variation, or roles, but most importantly for him, by types of human
being. Accordingly we can speak of the virtues of the herd, for example, or the
role virtues of a business person or a lawyer. For example, claims Nietzsche, ‘the
virtues of the common man would perhaps indicate vice and weakness in a philoso-
pher’ (Nietzsche 1973 §30: 61). Hence compatible with talk of universal virtues
of generosity and creativity for example, are the specific forms of generosity proper
to, or not proper to, business executives; the specific form of discipline proper to
the creative talented artist, and so on.

Let us focus on the difficult area of the “virtues of the herd”. Here is Nietzsche:

On the other hand, the herd-man of Europe today makes himself out to be the only permis-
sible type of man and glorifies their qualities through which he is tame, peaceable and use-
ful to the herd as the real human virtues: namely public spirit, benevolence, consideration,
industriousness, moderation, modesty, forbearance, pity (Nietzsche 1973 §199:121).

First, are the so-called herd virtues itemized here really virtues for Nietzsche?
To answer this question we need to distinguish the herd from the sick. Although
Nietzsche frequently exhibits contempt for the herd, that contempt is based on the idea
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that they are by and large sick, as well as herd-like, for they are characteristically
resentment-filled, and as such drag society into mediocrity. A symptom of this
sickness is valorizing the “herd virtues™ as the real virtues that all should aspire to.
But that reason for Nietzsche’s contempt of the herd is compatible with the idea that
there are indeed virtues proper to a healthy herd, which are differentiated forms of
genuine basic virtues. Patience, consideration, forbearance, industriousness, public
spiritedness, are virtues for all, but will take different forms in different types of
human being, including the herd. For example, consideration in the higher type will
manifest as politeness towards the herd, but consideration in the herd will be the
common or garden form of the virtue.

Public spiritedness in the higher type will take the form of leadership, and benev-
olence the form of tenderness and patience towards one’s inferiors:

Zarathustra is gentle with the sick. Verily, he is not angry with their kinds of comfort and
ingratitude (Nietzsche 1954 I: 145).

In Beyond Good and Evil Nietzsche claims:

Few are made for independence — it is a privilege of the strong. And who attempts it, having
the completest right to it but without being compelled to, thereby proves that he is probably
not only strong but also daring to the point of recklessness. (Nietzsche 1973 §29: 60).

Nietzsche is not claiming here that independence in some form or other is not a
universal virtue; he is merely claiming that only in the strong should it take the form
of ‘recklessness’. For ‘what serves the higher type as food or refreshment must to a
very different and inferior type be almost poison’ (1973 §30: 61). Here as elsewhere
Nietzsche is subscribing to a relational but not necessarily relativistic view, but one
that I think is also compatible with the idea of universal virtue. In types who should
not venture into labyrinths multiplying ‘by a thousand the dangers which life as
such already brings with it’ (p. 61), independence (as normally understood) can still
be a virtue, but it will take the form of, for example, non-parasitism. Independence
can thus be seen as a universal virtue at the basic level.

This point is important for an understanding of virtue in Nietzsche. For many,
what would be naturally called ‘virtue to excess’ is genuine virtue for Nietzsche.
Hence the virtues are described as ‘overflowing’, have extreme enthusiasm and pas-
sion at their core, and practical wisdom is nowhere or hardly to be seen. This appears
to be Solomon’s view. However I do not believe that even Nietzsche would believe
that all the differentiated virtues are of the “overflowing” passional type. A kind of
unwise ‘overflowing’ may be appropriate to the particularly creative higher type,
but for ordinary people occupying needed ordinary roles, judiciousness in e.g. one’s
role as a judge or a mother, is surely required. As the above passage about indepen-
dence shows, Nietzsche does not advocate independence to the point of daring and
recklessness for everyone. Overflowing, “unwise” courage, creativity, generosity, is
toxic to many personalities, and not only bad for them but also bad for society. I do
not think therefore that the metaphor of overflowing and a denial of Aristotelian
phronesis necessarily applies to all forms of courage as a virtue for Nietzsche, as
Solomon thinks (Solomon 2003: 149).
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Not only do virtues take forms appropriate for the “herd” that are different
from those appropriate for the strong; virtue for the herd should be distinguished
from vices, such as pity, which are standardly exhibited by the herd. Pity is not a
herd virtue as Nietzsche understands it: rather it is not a virtue at all, since it is a
trait of the sick. The admission that there are virtues for the (healthy) herd, how-
ever, does not entail that the herd should universalize them in their differentiated
form. On the contrary, to do so is the road to mediocrity, for it is destructive of
“man’s lucky hits”: the creative experimenter, the free spirit, the talented artist,
who signal and promote society’s progress, and higher culture. Healthy herd types
would not do this, but would rather concentrate on their own roles in a well func-
tioning society.

Herd virtues then are differentiated forms of basic virtues, some or many of
which are universal as basic virtues. They should be distinguished from traits of the
sick, from which even the herd should free itself:

May they [the herd-like sick] become convalescents, men of overcoming, and create a
higher body for themselves! (Nietzsche 1883-1954 I: 145).

To be a ‘man of overcoming’ is not necessarily to turn oneself into a cultural
leader: one may instead become a healthy member of the herd, and thereby play
one’s part in halting the slide into mediocrity.

It is not always easy, however, to distinguish traits which are not virtues at all,
from traits which are virtues for the herd but are not virtues for the higher type, and
traits which are virtues in the convalescent, but not virtues for the higher type.
Consider the distinction made by Nietzsche between cynicism and honesty in
Beyond Good and Evil:

Cynicism is the only form in which common souls come close to honesty; and the higher
man must prick up his ears at every cynicism, whether course or refined, and congratulate
himself whenever a buffoon without shame or a scientific satyr speaks out in his presence
(Nietzsche 1973 §26: 58).

Nietzsche’s point is that cynicism is at least better than the wilful ignorance of
him who makes ‘everything around us bright and free and easy and simple’, of him
who employs language which ‘cannot get over its coarseness and continues to
speak of antitheses where there are only degrees and many subtleties of grada-
tion...’(Nietzsche 1973 §24: 55). But it is unclear whether cynicism is a virtue of
the ‘convalescent’ who is on his way to genuine honesty, or whether society needs
the cynics, where cynicism is a genuine herd virtue. I suspect that there is a sense
in which both claims are true: let him who is capable of strength overcome cyni-
cism, but cynicism can be seen as a herd-role virtue (if not taken to excess) of, for
example, journalists.

To show that there are universal virtues which are differentiated according to types
of human being is not to show that for Nietzsche, the virtues of the herd satisfy
Constraint (C1) of virtue. It is not to show that herd virtues are not inimical to the self
realization of members of the herd, as opposed to conducing to the culture of “European
Man”. That is a task which cannot be completed here, but as we have seen, Nietzsche
does suggest that the virtuous herd is a healthy herd, and members of a healthy herd
are ‘men of overcoming’. They too must overcome distorted will to power.
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Virtue, Objectivity and Truth

In his Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle claims:

To arrive at the truth is indeed the function of intellect in any aspect, but the function of
practical intellect is to arrive at the truth that corresponds to right appetition (Aristotle 1976:
1. 1139a16-b2).

The aim of virtue is to arrive at practical truth understood in terms of hitting the
mean (‘virtue aims to hit the mean,” 1106b16-24). Yet Solomon’s “Aristotelian
Nietzsche” seems to reject the very idea of practical truth, for it is apparently incom-
patible with his moral perspectivism. According to Solomon, Nietzsche ‘denies that
there are any “moral facts” (Solomon 2003: 47), because (for Nietzsche) forms of
morality are perspectival. This has the following implications for Solomon:

(a) There is more than one perspective of morality.
(b) The truth of (a) ‘tends to neutralize the claim of any one perspective of morality
to be the “right” one’ (Solomon 2003: 48).

It is true that Nietzsche believes (a): slave and master morality are moral perspec-
tives. However, on my view, (b) is false. Furthermore, even if there is no single right
moral perspective there can be wrong ones. Indeed Nietzsche makes it quite clear
that he thinks there are. He claims:

Against this theologians’ instinct I wage war: I have found its traces everywhere... This
faulty perspective on all things is elevated into a morality, a virtue, a holiness: ...and no
other perspective is conceded any further value once one’s own has been made sacrosanct
with the names of ”"God”, “redemption”, and “eternity”. I have dug up the theologians’
instinct everywhere: it is the most widespread, really subterranean, form of falsehood
found on earth (Nietzsche 1954 §9: 575-6).

Since slave morality is thoroughly imbued with the ‘theologians’ instinct’ it is

quite simply, false. The putative “moral facts” touted by slave morality are not facts
at all. Of course they are interpretations: Nietzsche makes it clear that moral facts
are all interpretations, but some interpretations are better than others. Some are
‘superficial’, as Nietzsche claims of moralities that rely on the value of surface
intentions, and some are pernicious: wrong in a serious way which is deeply distort-
ing for the whole of culture. Such is true of slave morality. It is true that, as Solomon
claims, Nietzsche is opposed to a Kantian model of truth understood from outside
all perspective. But that is not to say that he could not have a model of practical truth
closely allied to virtue, as does Aristotle.
However this will all seem pie in the sky if we cannot move from Nietzsche’s
perspectivism to a notion of objectivity which enables us to judge that some
perspectives are better than others. What Nietzsche would object to is a rather
bloodless “hyperobjective” notion of objectivity (Swanton 2003) such as the impar-
tial spectator, detachment, and a perspectiveless point of view (the “view from
nowhere”). Can another, more virtue-centred notion be found?

In his Genealogy of Morals Nietzsche provides a notion of objectivity which
can be understood as a target of a personal virtue of objectivity, yet there is no
clear picture of a qualified judge such as a virtuous agent, or an authoritative moral
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sentiment, in terms of which objectivity is to be defined. Rather for Nietzsche,
knowledge is necessarily perspectival for that is part and parcel of human cognition.
That is, one person cannot have the definitively objective perspective. This is not
ipso facto to claim that objectivity is impossible. Objectivity may simply require a
set of dispositions (virtues) which are appropriate for dealing with the necessarily
perspectival nature of human knowledge. Specifically it involves recognizing and
dealing appropriately with multiple perspectives, and the necessarily limited
perspective of any human agent, including the virtuous.

To say merely that knowledge is perspectival is to fail to contrast objectivity as a
state reached through the exercise of a range of virtues, with the disposition of inter
alia, thinking, acting, and feeling as if one’s own perspective (even if virtuous)
alone generates knowledge. On the other hand to say that knowledge is perspectival
is not to imply that ‘Human knowledge distorts or falsifies reality’ (Clark 1990: 127).
For that would be to suppose that (“true’”) objectivity should be understood in terms
of some non-perspectival fiction.

How then are we to understand a Nietzschean virtue of objectivity? Nietzsche
provides a clue about how objectivity is compatible with the perspectival nature of
knowledge in the following well known passage.

Perspectival seeing is the only kind of seeing there is, perspectival knowing the only kind of
knowing and the more feelings about a matter which we allow to come to expression, the
more eyes, different eyes through which we able to view this same matter, the more com-
plete our ‘conception’ of it, our ‘objectivity” will be. (Nietzsche 1996 III §12: 98)

The passage claims both that knowledge is perspectival and that we can become
objective or more objective by allowing ‘to come to expression’ as many perspectives
as possible. The question arises: is Nietzsche’s conception of objectivity compatible
with the following central claim of virtue ethics?

(S) Some perspectives are superior to others, and in particular virtuous persons have a
perspective superior to those of vicious persons, at least characteristically.

Certainly the above quoted passage implies that one is not objective just by having
a superior perspective; perhaps even the best perspective (that of a virtuous agent).
Indeed having a superior perspective on an issue may not even be necessary for objec-
tivity. For Nietzsche claims not that superior perspectives yield objectivity, but that

(M) The more perspectives one brings to bear on an issue the more objective one is.

(M) is compatible with (S) because even superior perspectives have to be
subjected to the points of view of multiple perspectives. It may be objected: why
would one bother with a lot of inferior perspectives when one’s own is superior?
“More eyes” may contaminate and corrupt a superior vision. To answer this objec-
tion we note the following points.

(a) Even if one’s perspective is superior, one needs an attitude of appropriate
epistemic humility towards one’s own perspective. That is a moral and intel-
lectual virtue which is part of practical wisdom demanding consideration of
other perspectives.
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(b) Even if the perspective of the virtuous is by and large superior, inferior
perspectives overall may have something to offer, just as overall inferior
theories may contain grains of truth which should be preserved.

(c) Even the virtuous have limited perspectives, lacking expertise in many areas,
and inevitably limited by their historical and cultural location, and other factors.
Itis not the case then, that having the best perspective (if such exists) is sufficient
for objectivity, and nor is it the case that being objective entails that one has the
best perspective.

(d) To avoid “more (and inferior) eyes” contaminating superior perspectives, or
those superior in certain respects, we need certain dialogical and epistemic virtues.
These virtues are not merely intellectual but also have a “moral” dimension
including epistemic humility, courage, perseverance, appropriate frankness,
openness, open-mindedness, and kinds of strength.

Virtue notions are central in this picture of objectivity, for objectivity requires
the expression of a range of virtues, whose target is the appropriate integration of
different perspectives. This of course is a far cry from saying that each perspective
is equally worthy, or even that all have some worth. Nonetheless on this view one
will not say that objectivity is constituted by the perspective of single virtuous
agents. For even the perspectives of non virtuous agents may have something to offer
and will need to be appropriately integrated for objective points of view to be attained.
What counts as integrating perspectives and how this is done cannot be discussed
here. (See Swanton 2003).

At any rate the Aristotelian conception of virtue in its form (C1) can be reinstated
as a moral truth underpinning the claim which I believe Nietzsche endorses: slave
morality with its “life denying” “theological instincts” is a perspective that is both
false and pernicious.
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Chapter 10
Robert Solomon and the Ethics of Grief
and Gratitude: Toward a Politics of Love

Kelly Oliver

Abstract Robert Solomon’s work suggests that the moral dimensions of grief and
gratitude may obligate us to change social mores for ones more consistent with what
we learn from rational reflection on the essential characteristics of emotions. His
work brings with it a faith that philosophical reflection can change attitudes and
behaviors, not only to make us better people, but also to make the world a better
place. In this chapter, I argue that for Solomon, grief is a continuation of love and
both emotions can take one out of one’s self. Both are in an important sense morally
obligatory. And, moreover, both the ethics of love and the ethics of grief have
significant consequences for thinking about politics.

In a chapter from In Defense of Sentimentality entitled “On Grief and Gratitude,”
Robert Solomon says “grief...is not just a form of suffering nor merely a response to
adevastating loss. Grief is a moral emotion... grief is not only expected, as the appro-
priate response to the loss of a loved one, but also in a strong sense is obligatory...”
(Solomon 2004: 75). In what sense, as Solomon claims, is grief “morally obligatory”
(p. 78, 97)? In this essay, I would like to explore the ethics of grief as developed in
some of Solomon’s writings; and in the spirit of his work, extend his analysis of grief
and gratitude to what might be called a politics of grief and gratitude.

Solomon argues that both grief and gratitude are moral emotions because they
“involve... an admission of our vulnerability and our dependence on other people”
(Solomon 2004: 76). Solomon delineates some of the essential characteristics of
grief such as: putting us in touch with our mortality, putting us in closer touch with
love, opening our imaginations to lost possibilities, loss of part of one’s self and of
personal identity, and a longing for what one can no longer have. He suggests that
grief may seem to lead to inactivity and withdrawal from the world and others, but
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the purpose of that withdrawal is perhaps the most important activity for creating
a meaningful life, the activity of reflection (p. 92). Grief can also lead to more
obviously active sorts of activities like commemorating and honoring the lost per-
son, dedicating activities to him, in his memory and in the spirit of his life. Solomon
says that the process of grief itself—and he insists that it is a process, even a project—
“could be construed as dedicated to the lost loved one” (p. 92). He argues that

grief has positive value in that it gives us good cause for reflection and a new sense of
what needs to be done, not for ourselves but for the memory of those we have lost. The loss
suffered in grief may be enormous and irredeemable, but the further loss suffered by ignoring
or denying the importance of the grieving process only amplifies, it does not erase, the
suffering (p. 101).

Ultimately, Solomon says that grief is a “kind of relationship” between the
griever and the lost person (Solomon 2004: 87). Moreover, grief is the result of a
particular kind of relationship; had it not existed “the other person would not have
been even a candidate for grief” (p. 88). The relationship in question is one of love;
“grief is the continuation of love” and “the obligations of grief are the obligations of
love” (p. 90). The denial of grief, then, is the denial of love. And to understand the
moral obligation to grieve, we must understand the ethics of love.

Solomon has written volumes on love. Indeed, in one way or another love comes
up in almost every book Solomon wrote. One of the primary characteristics of love
that makes it ethical, perhaps even a moral obligation, and certainly definitive of
humanity, is an “experience of expansion of ourselves,” an “overflowing” that takes
us out of ourselves and toward others and the world (Solomon 2002: 34). This moving
beyond self is not an abandonment of self, but rather a transformation of self that
Solomon associates with what he calls “naturalized spirituality” (p. 6). In Spirituality
for the Skeptic, he says “when I have to summarize naturalized spirituality in a single
phrase, it is this: the thoughtful love of life” (Solomon 2002: 6). Love is a passion
that we can live in relation to other people, animals, the world, and life itself.
Solomon explains his notion of spirituality as including “a generalized erotic love
of other people, a love that has learned to appreciate their depth and mystery, a love
that has learned to listen, probe, and share” (p. 38).

Following Nietzsche, Solomon insists that in an important sense, “love, too, has
to be learned” (Solomon 2002: vi). It is a way of seeing the world and others that
“improves and intensifies... our perceptions” (p. 36). It is a choice to see the world
as beautiful and sublime. In this regard, we are responsible for loving just as we are
responsible for all of our passions. Indeed, we could say that we are obligated to
love insofar as ethics or ethos is about relationships with others that allow us to
share the world and a sense of community or solidarity. We are obligated to learn
to love our neighbors by teaching ourselves “to look at others from an enchanted
perspective, enjoying... the richness of human intimacy”; we must learn “to view
the world... as an object of love and fascination” (p. 36).

Are we also obligated to love people we don’t know, those with whom we will never
be intimate, perhaps even our enemies? If love is a social passion, is it also a political
passion? bell hooks claims that there is no political passion without love; and that the
problem of the left in this country is that there is no longer room for love in politics. She
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says, “without an ethic of love shaping the direction of our political vision and our radical
aspiration, we are often seduced, in one way or the other, into continued allegiance to
systems of domination—imperialism, sexism, racism, classism” (hooks 1994: 243).
Love is the ethical agency that can motivate an attempt to understand others, across dif-
ferences, beyond familiar or personal intimacy or neighborly proximity to strangers and
those unfamiliar. Love can motivate us to move beyond self-interested political action
toward compassions for others not like ourselves. hooks argues that in order to see
beyond our ethical and political blind spots, the blind spots that perpetuate oppression,
we need to consciously and decisively adopt an ethic of love. She concludes, “the ability
to acknowledge blind spots can emerge only as we expand our concern about politics
of domination and our capacity to care about the oppression and exploitation of others.
A love ethic makes this expansion possible” (p. 244). Seeing our own blind-spots
requires an ethics of love that is not itself blind. It is not a-critical love. Rather, hooks
comments on the importance of critical reflection in her own experience of love:

When I look at my life, searching it for a blueprint that aided me in the process of decolo-
nization, of personal and political self-recovery, I know that it was learning the truth about
how systems of domination operate that helped, learning to look both inward and outward
with a critical eye. Awareness is as central to the process of love as the practice of freedom
(hooks 1994, 248).

The loving eye, then, is also a critical eye; loving perception is the result of
reflection. And, I would add, learning “the truth” is an on-going process that must be
undertaken continually and vigilantly in order to love. Moreover, self-awareness as
self-recovery of this sort demands self-transformation that continually acknowledges
our indebtedness and dependence on others, even those whom we do not know.

bell hooks associates the testimony of love, with the practice of freedom. She
says, “the moment we choose to love we begin to move against domination, against
oppression. The moment we choose to love we begin to move towards freedom, to
act in ways that liberate ourselves and others. That action is the testimony of love as
the practice of freedom” (hooks 1994: 250). Like Solomon, hooks emphasizes that
love is a choice; it is a willful decision. We can choose to love or we can choose not
to love. In this regard, love is an attitude that we willingly cultivate toward others.
We can choose to close ourselves off to others or we can choose to fry to open our-
selves towards others. But only through critical reflection on our own performance
of that opening can we hope to maintain this loving attitude. Love is not something
we choose once and for all. Rather, it is a decision that must be constantly reaffirmed
through the vigilance of “self-reflection.”

hooks cites Martin Luther King’s proclamation “I have decided to love” (hooks
1994: 247). She argues that the civil rights movement had the power to move the
masses because it was rooted in this love ethic; and King was a charismatic leader
because he called for love. hooks suggests that any progressive movement that compels
the masses must do so by compelling the hearts and souls through the promise and
proclamation of love. Opening a public space of love and generosity is crucial to
opening a space for transformative politics. Yet, only by maintaining the critical
capacity of the loving eye do we resist the temptation to unquestioningly “kneel and
pray,” so-to-speak, at the altar of love.
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If love is divine, it is not because it is otherworldly or disembodied. Rather, as
Solomon suggests in Spirituality for the Skeptic, love is essential to a naturalized
spirituality. The ethics of love, born from critical reflection, is the affirmation of our
relationship to the other people, the world, and life itself. Relations with others do
not have to be hostile alien encounters. Instead, they can become loving adventures,
the advent of something new. Difference does not have to be threatening; it can be
exciting, even the source of the meaning of life. In the thrilling adventure of love,
the unknown and incomprehensible compel rather than threaten. Falling in love, the
mystery of the other person is the greatest joy; and vulnerability in an encounter
with another is a sweet surrender, a gift rather than a sacrifice. The other person’s
potential to make me better than I am is the transformative power of love.

Love’s transformative power, the power of loving eyes to see the world and
others from a perspective of gratitude, rather than a judgmental perspective of supe-
riority or resentment, makes it not only an essentially moral emotion but also neces-
sary for any truly transformative politics. Differences and the unfamiliar can be seen
as awesome or inviting mysteries or they can be seen as incomprehensible or hostile
threats, depending on one’s attitude toward life. We can try to understand and appre-
ciate what at first seems unrecognizable—even if in the end we do not embrace
it—or we can lash-out and try to extinguish anything we do not call our own.

In In Defense of Sentimentality, Solomon says “being capable of and expressing
gratitude is not only a virtue but also part and parcel of the good life. It is not just an
acknowledgment of debt and an expression of humility but a way to improve one’s
life”” (Solomon 2004: 104—105). He concludes the chapter “On Grief and Gratitude”:
“Those who feel gratitude are less likely to be vengeful, and vice versa. Thus grati-
tude and forgiveness are also related, and give the existential choice between living
a life based on gratitude and forgiveness and living a life based on resentment and
vengeance, the choice to be made should be obvious” (p. 107). In this chapter, the
discussion of grief leads to a discussion of gratitude because the reflective attitude
produced by the process of grieving leads to gratitude, for the life of the beloved as
well as the life of the bereft, and most especially for the relationship of love shared
by them. Solomon begins the chapter with the following epigraph from a character
in a Philip K Dick novel: “Grief is the most powerful emotion a man or child or
animal can feel.... Grief causes you to leave yourself. You step outside your narrow
little pelt. And you can’t feel grief unless you’ve had love before it—grief is the
final outcome of love . . .” (p. 75).

Grief is a continuation of love and both emotions can take one out of one’s self.
Both are in an important sense morally obligatory. And, moreover, both the ethics
of love and the ethics of grief have significant consequences for thinking about poli-
tics. Consider again the passage from Dick’s novel; the protagonist suggests that
even animals feel grief and that grief takes us out of our “narrow little pelt,” suggest-
ing that we are like animals with pelts. Yet, is it socially acceptable to grieve for
animals? Solomon mentions that in our culture you might get a couple of days to
mourn for your beloved and then you have to go back to work. But, what if your lost
beloved is a dog or a cat?
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Although to my knowledge—and I have to admit that I haven’t read the entire
library that is Solomon’s work—Solomon has not developed a theory of animal
emotions, unlike most moral theorists (outside of those explicitly debating animal
rights), he consistently allows a place for animals in his accounts of grief, gratitude
and love. Even while emphasizing the connections between emotions and reason,
Solomon makes space for animals; for example, discussing the reflective quality of
grief, Solomon qualifies his remarks: “this is not to say that dogs, whales and ele-
phants cannot grieve, but the notion of ‘reflection’ would have to be understood
quite broadly” (Solomon: 2004: 99). He brings animals into his account of grati-
tude, too, pointing out that gratitude is not only essential to human beings but may
be significant among social animals as well (p. 102). And, again considering the
role of self-reflection and the virtues of the “examined life,” Solomon opens the
space for animal spirituality:

I do not want to deny that animals, perhaps elephants, apes, whales and some of our favorite
pets might have some such awareness, of death, of tragedy, of self. But at the very least, their
awareness seems to be more limited and less articulate than ours. This is not the place for
species chauvinism, however; on the contrary, if spirituality means anything, it certainly
includes a certain kindred spirit with our animal colleagues in life, whether or not they have
the same awareness or anything like the sense of spirituality that we do (Solomon 2002: 10).

It would be interesting to consider how Solomon’s theory of the morally obliga-
tory nature of emotions might apply to animals. Does their ability to feel emotions
obligate them? Does it obligate us? Certainly it seems that his theory suggests that
the emotions of animals, and moreover our relationships to them, and dependence
on them, should affect the ways in which we value both their lives and their deaths.

Solomon’s work not only includes a phenomenology of grief, but also consider-
ations of the social customs that determine what are the appropriate practices of
grief and mourning in various cultures. How would our culture and our conceptions
of ourselves and of the life that surround us, of the earth that sustains us, change if
it was not only socially acceptable but morally expected to grieve for animals? This
question points out the central connection between grief and love insofar as imagining
grieving for animals requires imagining loving them.

Solomon’s work is not just descriptive but also suggests that the moral dimen-
sions of grief and gratitude may obligate us to change social mores for ones more
consistent with what we learn from rational reflection on the essential characteris-
tics of emotions. His work brings with it a faith that philosophical reflection can
change attitudes and behaviors, not only to make us better people, but also to make
the world a better place. Perhaps opening the possibility of grieving, even the obli-
gation to grieve, nonhuman life would be such a change.

Before we move to animals, however, we might consider all of the human lives
that we do not, and given our prejudices, cannot mourn. Solomon says that some
people are candidates for grief while others are not. But, if as Solomon suggests,
grief is the continuation of love, and love can be extended to the world or to the
whole of humanity, shouldn’t the same be said of grief? If love has to be learned,
then aren’t we ethically required to teach ourselves to grieve, too, even for those
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with whom we are not intimate, perhaps even for our enemies? If love is necessary
for a transformative politics, then what about grief?

These questions are especially relevant currently in light of the U.S. invasion of
Iraq, where hundreds of thousands of Iraqi civilians have died as a result. One esti-
mate is that 600,000 Iraqis have died since the first bombings in March of 2003
(Altman and Oppel 2008). Do we grieve for them? Or does vengeance still drive us
into war? Within days of the terror attacks in 2001, U.S. sentiment quickly turned
from grief to vengeance, as if killing others would bring back our own dead or quell
our sorrow and fear. Just 10 days after the attack, President Bush opened a speech
by proclaiming that “our grief has turned to anger and anger to resolution” (Bush
2001). How might our attitudes change toward our enemies and our concern for
people dying from famine and war across the globe, if we believed that we have an
obligation to grieve for all life lost? Indeed, our willingness to grieve certain lives
and not others is a test of whose lives we value and whose we do not, whose lives
are worth mourning and whose are not.

In Precarious Life: The Powers of Mourning and Violence, feminist philosopher
Judith Butler discusses the ways in which some lives are valued and therefore griev-
able while others are not. Most obviously, we mourn our own dead soldiers but we do
not mourn our dead “enemies.” Butler also points out that few lives lost to AIDS are
publicly grieved because the lives of homosexuals and drug users are not valued. So
too, she says, “the extensive deaths now taking place in Africa are also, in the media,
for the most part unmarkable and ungrievable” (Butler 2004: 35). Her argument is
not just that these lives are seen as undesirable and therefore not worth mourning, but
rather that they are not seen at all. There are some lives that are devalued to the point
of not being considered lives. For example, dehumanization is often a tactic in narra-
tives justifying torture and slavery. People are reduced to “animals” or “rags” (as they
were in the Nazi concentration camps), which makes it easier to justify abusing them.
They are not seen as people, let alone as lives worthy of love, respect and gratitude.
Butler mentions the case of obituaries for Palestinian families rejected by the San
Francisco Chronicle for fear of “offending” their readership. Why are we prohibited
from publicly mourning these deaths? Is it because they are not considered real
deaths? Or, because they are causalities of war? Or, more particularly because they
are on one side of a war and not on the other? Is it because their lives are not valuable
to us? Certainly their lives are valuable to their families and loved ones.

Suggesting that another dimension of the ungrievability of these lives is our
disavowal of our own violence that lead to their deaths, Butler asks, “What is the
relation between the violence by which these ungrievable lives were lost and the
prohibition on their public grievability?” (Butler 2004: 35-36). Do we refuse to
mourn certain lives because we do not want to accept responsibility for our part
in their deaths? Is it because we refuse to acknowledge our own investment in the
violence that caused them? As I argue in Women as Weapons of War, we deny our
own investment in violence in order to continue to put “us” against “them,” to continue
to devalue some lives for the sake of others (Oliver 2005). This again raises the
question of what lives are worthy of grief because they are worthy of love and gratitude.



10 Robert Solomon and the Ethics of Grief and Gratitude: Toward a Politics of Love 133

Can we mourn people (or other creatures) whom we have never met? And isn’t the
gratitude for life, all of life, that Solomon endorses, necessary to begin to overcome
the worst violence that we inflict on each other and on other creatures?

As Solomon points out, the loss of friends and family results in grief as a desperate
longing for the presence of the beloved and for the relationship and experiences
shared with them. Obviously, the deaths of strangers cannot result in this kind of
loss. But, can it—or should it—obligate us to the aspect of grief that Solomon finds
morally compelling, which is to say, reflection on life, more specifically reflection
on the meaning or value of life? It may be a moral obligation to grieve for lost loved
ones because grief is a continuation of love and a way of honoring the beloved. But,
much more problematic is grieving for the unfamiliar; it is more difficult to grieve
for a life that challenges the very idea of shared experiences, a life that calls into
question what counts as virtuous or valuable. Butler points out that in grieving for
familiars or intimates,

I am not disturbed by the proximity of the unfamiliar, the proximity of difference that
makes me work to forge new ties of identification and to reimagine what it is to belong to a
human community in which common epistemological and cultural grounds cannot always
be assumed...But at what cost do I establish the familiar as the criterion by which a human
life is grievable? (Butler 2004: 38)

I would extend Butler’s questions to all of life. As she points out, we consider
some human life valuable and therefore worthy of grief if lost, but what of animal
life? What of the life of the planet? Of course, in these times of war and continued
genocide the question of human life does, and perhaps should, take precedence.
As I have argued elsewhere, however, we cannot disassociate the ways in which we
value other forms of life, particularly animal life, from the way that we value human
life (Oliver 2009). Even Kant with his hierarchy of species and preference for
reason over emotion argued that we learn how to treat people based on how we treat
animals. If we allow that animal lives are worthy of love and of grief, we are left
with the question of the possibility of loving or grieving the lives of those who are
not our familiars, whether they are other people or other creatures with whom we
share the earth. And yet, following Solomon, it seems that until we can learn to
both love and grieve those whom we do not know, those who are not our familiars,
until we can learn gratitude for life itself in all its forms, we cannot stop killing
ourselves either through war and genocide or through the destruction of the earth.

Solomon suggests that while grief and love may be values in themselves, they are
also essential to what he calls “the thoughtful love of life” that is naturalized spiri-
tuality. And, he says that this spirituality “is ultimately social and global, a sense of
ourselves identified with others and the world” (Solomon 2002: 6). One of the
important lessons that we can learn from the loss of our loved one is the value of life
itself, of every human life, perhaps every sentient life, not only because of the dev-
astating effects of grief on those close to them, but also because of their potential for
love and relationships. If the lessons of love and grief, insofar as they translate into
the transformative power of thoughtful reflection on life, are social and global, then
they seem to bring with them obligations to others across this shared earth.
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Whatever the problems with Immanuel Kant’s moral justifications for republican
federalism, it is instructive that he founds the connection between morality and poli-
tics on the limited surface of the earth. In his essay “Perpetual Peace,” in the section
on universal hospitality, he says,

The stranger cannot claim the right of a guest to be entertained, for this would require a
special friendly agreement whereby he might become a member of the native household
for a certain time. He may only claim of right of resort, for all men are entitled to present
themselves in the society of others by virtue of their right to communal possession of the
earth’s surface. Since the earth is a globe, they cannot disperse over an infinite area, but must
necessarily tolerate one another’s company (Kant 1970: 106).

Kant imagines a “cosmopolitan constitution” of continents engaged in peaceful
mutual relations that bring the entire human race under the same universal laws of
hospitality. He contrasts this ideal to the “inhospitable conduct of the civilized
states” “especially the commercial states, the injustice of which they display in
visiting foreign countries and peoples (which in their case is the same as conquering
them) seems appallingly great” (Kant 1970: 106). Kant’s 1795 description of European
interests in the Caribbean is chilling in light of current U.S. interests in the Middle
East and our economic woes. Kant says:

The worst (or from the point of view of moral judgments, the best) thing about all this is that
the commercial states do not benefit by their violence, for all their trading companies are on
the point of collapse. The Sugar Islands, that stronghold of the cruelest and most calculated
slavery, do not yield any real profit; they serve only the indirect (and not entirely laudable)
purpose of training sailors for warships, thereby aiding the prosecution of wars in Europe.
And all this is the work of powers who make endless ado about their piety, and who wish to
be considered as chosen believers while they live on the fruits of iniquity (Kant 1970: 107).

Kant’s condemnation of piety and religion as justifications for war speaks to both
sides in the so-called war on terror. Hyperbolic rhetoric on both sides clouds mate-
rial and economic issues with self-righteous attributions of Good and Evil, the
Faithful and the Infidels, the Godly and the Damned. Solomon’s warning that “the
notion of spirituality...has been hijacked by organized religion,” the history of
which is the “history of intolerance, persecutions, and massacres” must be taken to
heart if we are to understand the role of religion in contemporary politics and public
life (Solomon 2002: xiii). The intolerant notion of spirituality embraced by funda-
mentalist religions goes against the spirit of spirituality, especially the naturalized
spirituality that Solomon describes.

In fact, we could say that spirituality is precisely what these fundamentalisms
lack. Insofar as spirituality is reflective and thoughtful, it must challenge any form
of fundamentalism. For, fundamentalism asks for thoughtless, mindless, unques-
tioning belief in principles that, in practice, at least, seem to demand the sacrifice
of one group of “believers” by another. They are modes of “belonging” at the expense
of others; they are defensive ways of identifying with a group that excludes and
abjects anyone who doesn’t belong; they are born out of Nietzschean resentment
that can define itself only through its hate of another. These types of religious
beliefs are, in Solomon’s words, “more like club passwords or code words than
propositions that can be explicated or defended,” or, I would add, that can be
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questioned or opened to the kind of philosophical reflection essential to naturalized
spirituality (2002: 13). Unexamined principles are not only empty, but also danger-
ous, even deadly.

In a speech before UNESCO in 2002, French philosopher Julia Kristeva described
what she takes to be Kant’s two pillars of peace: “first, that of universality—all men
are equal and all must be saved. Second is the principle of protection of human life,
sustained by the love of the life of each” (Kristeva 2005: 424). She insists that
although we are far from achieving economic justice for all, it is the second pillar
and not the first that is in the most danger today. She says, “the efforts for realizing
social, economic, and political justice have never in the history of humanity been as
considerable and widespread. But it is the second pillar of the imaginary of peace
that seems to me today to suffer most gravely: The love of life eludes us; there is no
longer a discourse for it” (pp. 424—425). It is not just economic, racial and religious
inequalities that prevent peace — although these are immense — but also the lack
of a discourse of the love of life.

Perhaps more than any other contemporary philosopher, Robert Solomon has
given us a philosophy of love that provides such a discourse. His writings on love,
grief, and gratitude suggest the need for learning how to live together by learning
how to value all of life. As he says, this is a pedagogical process that requires atten-
tion and reflection, not just the penetrating gaze of an objective observer, but rather
the loving—even passionate—caress, whether literal or metaphorical, of embodied
beings sharing a life. Across his vast writings, and in various ways, he consistently
develops a discourse of the thoughtful love of life as a way to give meaning to our
existence. Perhaps Solomon’s writings on love can help provide the most precarious
pillar of peace, namely, learning the love of life.
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Chapter 11
Grief and the Mnemonics of Place:
A Thank You Note

Janet McCracken

Abstract This chapter brings together several themes evoked by memories of
Robert C. Solomon: domestic animals, especially dogs, because Bob loved dogs;
grief, because Bob really liked a paper by the author on that topic; and Persian
philosophy, because the author’s two book chapters on that topic were written for
anthologies that Bob co-edited. These themes intertwine in a discussion of how we
mark places in rituals of mourning, in order to help us remember those we have lost.
The focus in this chapter is particularly on the Funeral Games in Book 23 of The Iliad
(Homer 1990) and the ancient Zoroastrian ritual of the Sag-deed, or “look of the
dog.” The former assists memory by marking the ground, and so is associated with
place and material existence. The latter assists memory by looking and moving on,
and so is associated is carrying the spirit on in memory. Both are necessary in the
dialectic of mourning.

I write this chapter to honor Bob. Preparing for it, I thought about a paper of mine to
which Bob did great honor in his book, In Defense of Sentimentality, the very chapter
that Kelly Oliver cited in her chapter (also in Chap. 10) (Solomon 2004: 139-156).
That paper claimed that grief was essentially dedicatory, directing us to think about
and honor those we loved, now lost (McCracken 2005). It was meant, and is still
meant, to be a companion piece to one as yet unwritten, about mourning, where mourn-
ing is to actually do the honor toward which grief calls us. This talk cannot lay claim
to being the intended companion piece on mourning, but once I was asked to present a
paper to the University of Texas conference in his honor, it had to become a sort of
middle-play of what would thus become a trilogy. It became a paper for Bob, a
demonstration of the grief that, without occasions to reflect, it is hard to feel enough.
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One faces life with a rather paradoxical set of presuppositions. The first is that
life is fleeting, that mortality is the very core of life—and so, that life must include
loss and grief. The second is that life is ruled by responsibility or obligation, in other
words, that one must live one’s life obligated to continue one’s life into the future,
with others who will also continue. My particular interest in these paradoxes links
to my interest in domestic animals—and Bob’s interest in them. This, in turn, links
to the firmness of my belief that people should live with pets, which—except for
parrots, which I don’t understand very well—have a much shorter lifespan than
most people, so that to commit to a pet is to commit to grieve for it.

I am interested in domestic life, lived with domestic animals; I am interested in
grief and mourning; I am interested in teaching and writing and the responsibility
involved in these professions. The obviousness of Bob’s influence on these interests
is overwhelming and, I think, must be acknowledged, for several reasons. One,
Bob’s championship of my paper on grief, which was the height of Bob’s champi-
onship of my career in philosophy, the most important to me of the many extremely
generous gestures on Bob’s part. Two, I would like to address Bob’s interest in
world philosophy. This was based on my experience writing on Persian philosophy
for two anthologies at Bob and Kathy’s request (Solomon and Higgins 2003, 1994).
Three, in my investigation of Persian thought, I came across the ritual of the “sag-
deed,” the Zoroastrian funerary ritual in which a yellow dog with spots above its
eyes must look at each corpse before it is left to be eaten by birds and other scaven-
gers. The ritual of the sag-deed has really stuck with me. Four, I always think of Bob
and Kathy to some degree when I think about Nietzsche, and I tend to think of
Nietzsche to some degree when I think about Zoroastrianism.

Lastly, then, when I think about grief, mourning, and dogs, I think of a question
that has been informing my thinking for some time. “Why, in Iliad 23, does Achilles
commemorate Patroclus’ death with a set of athletic competitions? What is the deal
with the funeral games?” Homer, I know, is trying to tell us something about doing
honor. In this chapter, then, I want to do honor to Bob’s memory, by thinking about
doing honor, marking places, and dogs.

What’s the Deal with the Funeral Games?

Patroclus, Achilles’ “dearest friend in arms” (Iliad 17: 475), died trying to fulfill
Achilles’ obligations to fight for the Achaeans. Until this experience with grief,
Achilles was a pouty jerk willing to let his countrymen fight and die without his
divinely-mandated help, because Agamemnon, another pouty jerk, stole his lady.
Patroclus went to battle for Achilles, was killed by Hector, and was fought over by
the Achaeans and Trojans. At that moment, Homer stopped the action to say:
“Achilles’ horses wept... staunch as a pillar planted tall above a barrow, standing
sentry over some lord or lady’s grave-site, so they stood,... the horses mourned”
(17:490-510). Here, domestic animals, chariot racing horses, are likened to a grave-
stone, dedicating their tears to their lost driver, marking the spot as if with a libation.
Their gesture is their very stillness, the stony eternality of their stance. I want to
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investigate here these still, everlasting, tears of Achilles’ horses, tears which, like the
pouring of a libation or the construction of a mausoleum, mark a place to mourn.

Patroclus’ death finally called Achilles to his duty, as Achilles and all the Achaens
sought vengeance for it. Vengeance—an emotion which Bob calls “that passion
which alone would seem to give some fuel to the notion of punishment” (Solomon
2004: 39), is, for Bob, part and parcel of the underlying rationality of justice.
“Vengeance,” he states, “is not the antagonist to rationality but its natural manifesta-
tion” (p. 39). Bob links this comment to Nietzsche’s definition of humanity as a kind
of domestic animal, an animal bred with “the right to make promises.” (Nietzsche
1969 [1887], 11/2: 29).

Achilles’ grief is irremediably infused with a desire for revenge and with the
guilt of causing Patroclus’ death. “Let me die at once,” he says to his mother Thetis,
“since it was not my fate to save my dearest comrade from his death...” (Iliad 18:
110-120). Thus, Homer intimates very early that vengeance, grief, justice and reason
are inseparable, and he implies that these linked feelings occur because we are
domestic animals. Like the stony horses who wept for Patroclus in the previous
book of the Iliad, Achilles mourned by trying to return his own body to the soil:
“Both hands clawing the ground for soot and filth, fouled his handsome face...
sprawled in the dust, Achilles lay there, fallen...” (18: 20-30). This gesture is quite
similar to the funerary ritual in Book 23: “They covered [Patroclus’] body deep with
locks of hair they cut and cast upon him...” (23: 150-260). Here, on this spot,
marked with tears, wine, and blood—here, we mourned Patroclus.

Patroclus’ cremation was accomplished, his urn buried and marked— “Around
the pyre they planted a ring of stone revetments... and... turned to leave” ({liad 23:
280-90). But the ritual was incomplete. Achilles stopped the proceedings—not only
the exit of the troops, but apparently the entire waging of the war. “Now for the
funeral games,” he stated (23: 298-300), listing at length the prizes for each compe-
tition, and adding that neither he, Achilles, nor his horses, would participate in the
contests, because they were stony-still and dragged to the ground in grief (23: 320-330).
And then, for 500 lines, Homer describes the games. And with the athletics came all
the trimmings: spectator commentary (23: 500-520), betting (23: 525-555), an
argument with the umpire (23: 580-660), an old-timer’s trophy (23: 680-690), and
good-natured cheating (23: 850-880). Immediately following the games Achilles
had an audience with Priam, who released Hector’s body for burial. In other words,
having avenged, burned, and buried Patroclus—and having held a day of athletic
competition—justice was served and resolution achieved. Achilles pitied Priam for
his loss, his vengeance waned, his grief continued unmixed with the desire for
revenge, and it indeed became a vehicle to justice.

Why the games? Why did Achilles hold everything up for them? The funeral is
over. His obligations to the gods are met. Why the games? The answer to this question,
I think, lies in the profound similarity of structure and presentation between this
second-to-last book of the Iliad and its second book, “The Great Gathering of
Armies,” in which Homer gave us the much more commonly referenced “catalogue
of ships.” These two penultimate books, perhaps better book-ends than the first and
last, are occupied with etching the ground, marking the ground, as with tears, or
wine, or blood—only in these cases, with names. Like gravestones and libations,
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like the stony statues of athletes that lined the entrance to the Olympian stadium and
the path to the Oracle at Delphi, the funeral games and the catalogue of ships are
what in the fund-raising world are called, “naming opportunities.” To etch your
name in stone is a kind of libation, a kind of mourning, not so much of a person as
of her or his having taken up space, having been here. In Book 2 as in Book 23,
there’s comic relief, Odysseus dressing down a coward, Nestor trying to tell more
stories than anyone wants to hear. The Boeotians... the Hyrians—sent 50 ships
each, the Aspledons sent 30, the Phocians sent 40, and on and on and on.

It’s not a very profound idea, maybe: these places existed, these men lived and
died; this battle occurred, these men were victorious, these men lost their lives.
Homer prayed to the Muses that they let him record the names: “Who were the
captains of Achaea?” he sang, “Who were the kings? The mass of troops I could
never tally, never name, not even if [ had ten tongues and ten mouths, a tireless voice
and the heart inside me bronze...” (Iliad 2:570-590). Homer gave us no similar
evaluation of the funeral games, only telling us that they honored Patroclus. Still,
I read them in light of Homer’s explanation in Book Two—in this place, on this
occasion, some people did impressive things, enjoying the fact that they had strong
bodies and cunning minds: here, right here—look at the ground on which they
walked. Stop here a moment and take note. Stop and read this name. Taking note,
recording a name on a piece of rock, this is, as Diotima says in Plato’s Symposium,
“an immortal thing for a mortal creature to do” (206 c). As mortal creatures, even if
we had ten tongues, ten mouths, ten minds—we couldn’t remember everyone who
has lived and died before us. So we do things like gather at conferences, read our
papers: like weeping horses, we lived and died and honored Bob. In the act of mark-
ing, somehow, our desire for vengeance against the gods wanes, we do some small
justice to Bob, and we are able to move on in our own inadequate, mortal, lives. This
is one way to deal with the inadequacy of memory, which is perhaps the motivating
force of grief.

The Sag-Deed

In his “*What Is Philosophy? The Status of World Philosophy in the Profession”
Bob lamented, “Philosophy is in a crisis... We should [not] look at excessive roman-
ticism and analytic philosophy as poison and antidote, respectively... They are two
parts of a dialectic that, at its worst, causes mutual defensiveness, self-righteous-
ness, and mutual assured misunderstanding.” (Solomon 2001: 103). In the same
context he remarks, “[It] becomes evident [in view of its history and the cultural
conditions of its development] that philosophy has a great deal in common with
religion” (Solomon 2001: 101).

In this spirit, I now move from the ancient Greeks—who got to be a part of the
Western dialectic of philosophy—to their noble opponents, the ancient Persians—
who have been omitted from the Western dialectic. I also move closer and closer to
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practiced religion. In the Iliad, Homer represented a possibly true funerary ritual, in
order, I have argued, to reflect upon the meaning of funerary rituals as marking a
spot of ground lest we forget. The ancient Persians, on the other hand, had actual
funerary rituals that, I believe, demonstrate the faith that we will not forget—more
like, or with, dogs. These “mainstream” and “alternative” reflective themes were
tied together long ago by Hegel.

In paragraphs 444-483 of the Phenomenology, Hegel considers the development
of consciousness reflected in funerary rituals, wills, mourning, and other social
activities dedicated to the dead. These activities are linked to the consciousness of
the family, a sort of naturalistic prelude to full ethical or social consciousness, in
which the notion of one’s familial ties leads one to the recognition of a community
greater than oneself. The family is a community to which one automatically belongs
by virtue of being born, a community one affirms, but does not really choose.
Consciousness of that belonging comes with consciousness of obligation, and
hence, becomes ethical. “The duty of the member of the Family is... to add to
[nature], in order that the individual’s ultimate being, too, shall not belong solely to
Nature and remain something irrational, but shall be something done, and the right
of consciousness to be asserted in it...” (Hegel 1977: 270). The family accomplishes
this by burial, or at least by funerals, “keeping away from the dead this dishonoring
of him by unconscious appetites and abstract entities...” (p. 271). In a sense, then,
burial is a way of filling the inert earth with human meaning. But I think, more even
than burial itself, the “right of consciousness is asserted” by marking the grave with
a stone and a name. The earth is composed of dead things, but only representatives
of human consciousness have names.

In paragraph 474, Hegel refers explicitly to the ancient Persians, in a discussion
of the role of the earth—the land that characterizes and brings together a commu-
nity, or nation. Here, he represents marking the earth as, essentially, the revenge of
the Family against the nation, the way families—the more natural and less social
communities—assert themselves in the face of the nation-state that sends their chil-
dren to war, and worries about the rights of inheritance, and replacing the dead at
work, etc. This revenge of the Family is acted out in mourning. Oddly, for Hegel the
enemies of displaying mourning by marking the earth are the Persians.

The dead, whose right is denied, knows therefore how to find instruments of vengeance,
which are equally effective and powerful as the power which has injured it. These powers
are other communities whose altars the dogs and birds defiled with the corpse, which is not
raised into unconscious universality by being given back, as is its due, to the elemental
individuality—the earth—but remains above ground in the outer reality, and has now
acquired as a force of divine law a self-conscious, real universality. (Hegel 1977: 287)

Like Antigone, Hegel believes that the dead have a right to be buried, and that
communities who do not mark the ground with the bodies of their dead are the
enemies of the dead, letting it be forgotten they lived as individuals. Leaving a
corpse to be eaten, digested, and scattered on the ground by dogs and birds—the
ritual of these enemy communities, called “defilement” here by Hegel—is the
ancient Zoroastrian funerary rite. The ancient Zoroastrians worshipped dogs.
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Fargard 13 of the Vendidad of the Zend-Avesta goes into head-spinning detail
about the proper vengeance to be taken on one who smites any one of a variety of
types of dog. In chapter eight we learn that “[a dog] has the character of a priest...
a warrior... a husbandman... a strolling singer... a thief... a [wild beast]... a
courtesan [and]... a child.” These characters played by dogs in the Zend Avesta
are not unreminiscent of Nietzsche’s “lion, camel, and child,” the famous “Three
Metamorphoses” of the spirit that Nietzsche describes in the first chapter of Thus
Spake Zarathustra (another name for ‘Zoroaster’). The repeated epithet of Ahura
Mazda, the god worshipped by Zoroastrians, is “Maker of the Material World”;
Ahura Mazda’s greatest blessing, in other words, is that material things exist, and
dogs are the protectors of this blessing. Dogs protect the human world for us, so
that we don’t have to emblazon it on our memory.

In Fargard Eight, which dictates the funerary rituals to be practiced by
Zoroastrians, the faithful are instructed to purify the places through which the dead
have been carried by “caus[ing] a yellow dog with four eyes [a dog with two spots
above the eyes], or a white dog with yellow ears, to go three times through that
way” (Fargard 8/I11:16). This Sag-deed, or “look of the dog” upon a dead body
causes the evil spirits to fly away out of it—*"“to the regions of the North,” i.e., not
the ground. The dog is supposed to participate in this task willingly. If the dog is
unwilling, the ritual must be performed twice as many times. According to Mary
Boyce, the four-eyed dog and its place in funerary ritual are reminiscent of the four-
eyed dogs of Yama mentioned in the Rigveda as guarding the gates of heaven, both
of which bear similarities to the Greek Cerberus (Boyce 1998-2011). For
Zoroastrians, however, because they practiced exposure of the dead instead of burial
or cremation, the dog had the additional purifying power of being able to devour
corpses with impunity and go on. In this, they save it from the oblivion of sinking
into the earth “untreated” or unnoticed. Boyce believes that this responsibility was
also given to dogs in part because of their sense of smell, which could discern the
sufferer from coma from someone who had really passed away. So, the dog protects
life, however vegetal, from the oblivion of death. The few Parsis still practicing
Zoroastrianism no longer worship dogs. According to Boyce, “all rites in which
dogs are concerned have been under attack by reformists since the mid-19th cen-
tury, and have by now been wholly abandoned by them...” (Boyce 1998-2011).
They do, however, still base their creation myth in Ahura Mazda’s generous gift of
domestic cattle, and they still drink ox urine as a purifying ritual. Drinking the urine
of a domestic animal is playing the role of the earth, marked, by urine. This act
purifies the living for the ancient Persians, where, for the ancient Greeks, libations
mark the dead earth with a human stain.

I suppose the Parsis’ eschewal of the Sag-deed and other dog-related liturgy
is tied up with some modern notions of what is proper and improper to religion.
Whatever their reasons, I think they’ve lost something valuable by no longer
worshipping dogs. Dogs are domestic animals, perhaps the most domestic of all,
and their glance at the dead may be a key antidote to gravestones, libations,
commemorative plaques, the keeping of urns on mantelpieces, and all the other
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myriad rituals through which people mark places in memory of their lost com-
panions. The Zoroastrians were an extraordinarily domestic, landed people.
According to Boyce in “Priests, Cattle and Men,” “the only terms which
[Zoroaster] uses for a male lay member of the tribe are nar ‘man’ and vastrya
‘herdsman’... every pastoralist was ‘at the same time a fighting man, who was
ready to defend his property” (Boyce 1987: 511). “The [very] act of creation
begins, [according to Zoroastrianism] effectively, with the divine bestowing of
cattle on men” (p. 517). This characterizes the Zoroastrian’s places as being
marked, by domestic animals while their caretakers are above ground and alive.
Taken in this context, the Sag-deed is as much an acknowledgement of the gift
of bodies—a kind of herding of them into heaven—as it is a mark. In death as in
life, our domestic animals are at our side and on our side, working for us. Of
course this is literally so in those ancient practices where a person’s dogs or
horses or cattle were actually buried with him or her. In the Sag-deed the guilt,
the need for vengeance against the gods and the Trojans, the sense of injustice,
that prompted Achilles to sponsor funeral games, is assuaged by funeral, sparing
burial. The dead are released from this place and become free. Somehow, this
ritual evokes for me the idea that if the dogs know we were here—if the dogs
acknowledge that we died—we need not fear death, we need not fear forgetting,
we can move on.

Human beings, as material creatures, live and die in particular places. The more
modern, more cerebral, less territorial, less dog-inspired, notion of those we have
lost that accompanies current religious and social practices is a notion less domestic,
less loyal to place, than its predecessors. Marking the ground, as I read Iliad 23, the
Gathas of the Zend Avesta, and dogs, is a desperate, suspicious attempt to remember
our lost companions, in the belief that if we don’t etch the ground with their names,
God won’t let us remember them. Dedication by naming, etching, marking, pouring,
crying, is symptomatic of the fear that those we love will fade from our memory.
Athletic feats and death are among our heaviest, most embodied, acts, the most
paradigmatic of our capacities gua mortal. It matters where they occurred. Home
games pose different challenges from away games. People care where their ashes
are scattered. When I am home, I go to visit my parents’ graves. It’s not that I really
believe they are there; I don’t have any important associations with that cemetery in
Ardsley, New York. There is something about sitting there, though, with those
bronze markers in the ground, reading their names, that occasions my memory of
them, my thoughts about them, that is very different from remembering them in my
prayers. That place elicits my gratitude. But the ashes of my dog Emily, next to my
bed, live on with me, protecting my memory. They walk with me willingly in some
odd way, and so will be able to walk on after I’'m gone.

I think this freedom that we see in dogs is because of dogs’ deep, abiding loyalty.
And I think Bob’s capacious writing, his willingness to be named and move on,
Bob’s graciousness, accompanies a quality of his as yet undiscussed, his dogged loyalty.
I believe that loyalty is, in a sense, what freed Bob from labels like “existentialist,”
from attachment to place in a mournful way. Bob’s attachment to those he loved went
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with him everywhere, and this loyalty of his for us allows us to remember him with-
out the need to mark our memories with labels, or for reminders etched in stone.

What’s the Deal with World Philosophy?

I know I’'m supposed to be discussing world philosophy. What really interests me
about world philosophy in the general sense is less its pluralistic ethics than its
acknowledgment of the mysterious effect of place on at least some beliefs. Perhaps
place and thinking are always mediated by culture or language; perhaps the kind of
thinking that differs from place to place and time to time is less real or less true or
less important than the kind of thinking that is eternal and universal. I'm actually
inclined to agree with both these claims. Nonetheless, it matters, philosophically,
where one was born, where one lived, where one died. It matters where one went to
school. It matters where one met one’s spouse or best friend, where one traveled,
where one fought, where one played. In his “On Fate and Fatalism,” Bob touches on
these facts, quoting Heraclitus’ “fate is character.” “Fate and fatalism,” he states,
“focus ‘locally’ on what is most significant about us, our births, our sweetest
romances, our best successes, our worst failures, our calamities, our deaths... Just
for completeness, let it be said that families and cultures have character, too...
The fate of a nation is just another story we tell” (Solomon 2003: 448). Bob was a
cosmopolitan guy, with a deep appreciation for different places.

I would not know about the Sag-deed were it not for Bob. And perhaps it was
appropriate that Bob died in an airport. But that’s a place too, a very telling place, a
place to remember. Like a dog with spots above his eyes, Bob died on the fly, marking
the ground and moving on, the happy existentialist, the analytic continental, staying
for decades in an office like Grand Central Station welcoming, and letting go, all
comers and goers. Bob and his work are being remembered all over the world and
will be long into the future: but a memorial conference was held in Austin. Why?
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Chapter 12

Of Grief and Mourning: Thinking
a Feeling, Back to Robert Solomon

Purushottama Bilimoria

Abstract The paper considers various ruminations on the aftermath of the death of
a close or loved one, and the processes of grieving and mourning. The conceptual
examination of how grief impacts on its sufferers, from different cultural perspec-
tives, is followed by an analytical survey of current thinking among psychologists,
psychoanalysts and philosophers on the enigma of grief, and on the associated process
of mourning. Robert C. Solomon reflected deeply on the ‘extreme emotion’ of grief
in his extensive theorizing on the emotions, particularly in his essay ‘On Grief and
Gratitude’, commenting that grief is ‘often described as a very private, personal
emotion, characterized by social withdrawal and shutting oneself off from the
world’ (Solomon RC, On grief and gratitude. In: In defense of sentimentality.
Oxford University Press, New York, 2004: 73). While dialoguing with the spirit of
Solomon by way also of a tribute to his immense insights, the paper engages in critical
reflections on recent thinking in this area elsewhere—notably, in Heidegger, Freud,
Nussbaum, Casey, Gustafson, and Kristeva—and offers a refreshing critique toward
an alternative to the received wisdom.

Troubled Passions and the Dark Night of Gloom

No one ever told me that grief felt so like fear. I am not afraid, but the sensation is like being
afraid. The same fluttering in the stomach, the same restlessness, the yawning. I keep swal-
lowing...(C.S. Lewis 1976: 1-3)

This paper presents a novice’s reflections (with a delicate personal touch) on the
aftermath of the death of a loved one, discussing the process of grieving and mourning,
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with a comparative focus, i.e. straddling across continental, cross-cultural and
analytical philosophical treatments. I shall also indulge the reader in a couple of
anecdotal narratives, personal communications, and poetical musings to illustrate
how grief is viewed, and how it affects its sufferers, from somewhat different cultural
perspectives. This will be followed with an attempt at an analysis and survey of some
current thinking among psychologists, psychoanalysts, and philosophers on the
enigma of grief, and on the associated praxis of mourning. Since Robert C. Solomon
(beloved Bob) was concerned to make his own reflections on the ‘extreme emotion’
of grief in his extensive and groundbreaking theorizing on the emotions, particularly
in one of his last books, True to Our Feelings (2007), and in his chapter ‘On Grief
and Gratitude’ (2004)—close to a period when he has also thinking deeply about
death and perhaps his own mortality—I shall be taking this opportunity to dialogue
with the spirit of his thinking on this challenging subject-matter. Solomon comments
that grief is ‘often described as a very private, personal emotion, characterized by
social withdrawal and shutting oneself off from the world’ (2006: 73). Indeed one’s
wishes when struck by an experience of death of someone very near and dear are as
W. H. Auden (1976) and Smith (2004) describes in his moving poem:

Stop all the clocks, cut off the telephone.
Prevent the dog from barking with a juicy bone,
Silence the pianos and with muffled drum
Bring out the coffin, let the mourners come.

The stars are not wanted now; put out every one,
Pack up the moon and dismantle the sun.

Pour away the ocean and sweep up the wood;
For nothing now can ever come to any good.

All these things seem unnecessary now; in colloquial terms their ‘use-by-date’ is
over and Nothingness has come to be.

Couldn’t the world and speeding motorists just stop for a moment to notice—as
the hearse moved towards the crematorium after the last rites—that the cosmos,
nay Existence (sat, ens, esse) itself, has come to a grinding halt? Its underbelly of the
inseparable Non-existence (asat-ca-sat) has emerged triumphant against traditional
Brahmanic wisdom and promises; perhaps the Buddhists, Jains, and nihilists have it
right. It is as one beholds in the bardo: existence is just another appearance, an illusion,
a mirage, emptiness all around. The Pascalian wager (bet) I had gratefully placed—
staked on game-theory determined probability against the nihilationist condition
(unclinically termed cancer)—has now been lost; we are returned to the cascaded parade
of ‘all souls of the faithful departed’. “Where the hell is God or gods?’(Leonard 2010).

‘So this is the end, my friend, love of my life?”—the first words that came to my
mouth as I had held her still warm-hands minutes after the fatal moment—echoed
resoundingly in the defiant darkness that had slowly been enveloping the earthly
horizons and the terrestrial realms, and inwardly too (Masel 2011).

Betake thee (deceased) to the lap of the earth the mother, of earth
Far-spreading, very kind and gracious.

Young dame, wool-soft unto the guerdon-giver, may

She preserve thee from Destruction’s (Death’s) bosom.

(Rig Veda, X, 18; Funerary Ritual, antyeshti, incantation).
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gate gate paragate parasamgate bodhi svaha
(gone, gone beyond the other shore - of suffering - well-gone), (Prajiiaparamita mantra, Heart
Statra).

And when the mind was freed from death

it became the moon (candra).

So having gone beyond death,

the moon now shines up there. (Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 2.5.7, Olivelle 1996)

Beautiful face, mind heart

The dark/Shadow...

The wakening in brightness
(Hutchings, in Charlesworth 2003).

The rituals that many of the ancient (perhaps so-called ‘primitive’ as well as
‘civilized’) traditions bring to the last rites, honoring the deceased in a gesture of
sending the parting ‘soul” onto its yonder journey, tend to ease if not blunt the devas-
tation and the avalanche of sensations and feelings that continue to flood the body
and mind—as if for one unending eternity—of the survivors. But this reprieve may
not last too long. Associated with the gloom of grief is a series of unsettling sensa-
tions and feelings: not least, an arresting sense of hopelessness, loss, fear, anxiety,
wrath, if not indignant anger, a ‘collapsing of the house of cards’, a throbbing of the
heart in deep pain, swallowing, tightness in the chest, and perhaps also in the stom-
ach that has all but lost its usual appetite, and insomnia. Because of the intensity and
insufferable ‘jab of red-hot memory’ whence all this “common-sense” vanishes like
an ant in the mouth of a furnace (C. S. Lewis 1976), followed by doubts about what
one is actually feeling, sometimes denying the obvious only to be hit with wave upon
wave of discomfiture, tears and inexplicable sensations in various parts and organs of
the body, grief is often said to be the most negative of “negative” emotions—though
Solomon seeks to de-emphasize this presumed polarity between positive and nega-
tive emotions. His argument “is not that there is no such thing as valence...but rather
that there are many such polarities and oppositions” (2007: 171).

(And so in a moment of confessional guilty grief:) ‘Why did I not see her pain and
agony more consciously? How could I have been, my beloved, so self-possessed?
Whose is the blame here?’

In that vein, taking upon oneself the responsibility for the woeful pain of the
other even as the person is passing, C. S. Lewis (1976: 62) perspicuously compares
his pain with that of the deceased (in this instance his own dear wife) while she
struggled through her illness, being stricken down by cancer. ‘It comes in waves...
and it goes in waves.” Lewis goes on to describe an experience he later had, as he
puts it, inside his mind, and one of immense intensity, but absent of any intentional-
ity or motivation or trigger for action. He valued it not for the probabilistic evidence
or any quantification of the lessening pain it might provide, but for its intellectual
quality and unemotional character; he notes:

Just the impression of her mind momentarily facing my own. Mind, not ‘soul’ as we tend to
think of soul.. .just intelligence and attention. ..Certainly the reverse of what is called ‘soulful’.
Discounting the presence of any voice, message, re-union...rather ‘un-love’: ‘I had never in
any mood imagined the dead as being so —well, so business-like. Yet there was an extreme
and cheerful intimacy. An intimacy that had not passed through the sense or the emotions at
all’ (Lewis 1976: 62).
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The chilling idea that emotion could be absent had repelled him; but now he is at
peace with it—with the ghost of his own mind as the other mind—his will is back,
he is a rational man again. So it might seem.

A harrowing anecdote from my own experience in the last mystifying moments
brings out Lewis’s reflection here rather poignantly, namely that emotions could be
at abeyance momentarily, and one is overpowered by the sense of the sheer intellect
of the receding other that does not stop being the strong presence it always has been,
as well as continuing the intimacy. When my philosopher colleagues arrived at the
hospital to find me tearless and in a frantic state by the bed where my just deceased
beloved lay, a calmness and peaceful demeanor shrouded her otherwise long fatal
battle with a cancer (of the fiercest endometrial ovarian variety). [ was—as described
to me later—unselfconsciously livid, like Nietzsche’s madman (who came down
from the mountains with a lit lantern in broad daylight, looking for God upon being
given the unexpected news ‘God is Dead!’) or as if suffering from stage fright, but
nonetheless loquacious for that:

‘We had been talking since this morning, and just moments ago before I left the room we
made plans to go abroad again...to India actually, where our to-be-adopted child [from an
orphanage in Bangalore] awaited ‘the picking’ and bringing back home. How could [the]
mind and language simply vanish: just like that? That’s bizarre!...’

(Someone dares to mention on an incoming phone-call:) ‘Regarding her matti
(funeral)...sorry, but we cannot come for it.” “Whose funeral, baba? Who has died?
(Turning toward the nurses:) ‘What do you mean, she has passed, passed to where?’
The nurses seemed terribly anxious to whisper into my ears ‘She’s gone; she just
passed as you walked out the door...there is no pulse...look closer, the eyes are not
responding’. ‘Hummmm, bloody hell, what has pulse to do with consciousness?...
look here, her eyes are focused on me and we are talking as we have been all
morning...’

The somber voice of one of my colleagues standing across chipped in: ‘Young
man, you are asking metaphysical questions’.

‘Goddamn-it, what else should I be asking...doing? Singing “Old Aquinas”?’
“You should be crying’, another sermonized ever gently.

‘Crying? I have not known tears in all my life!”

“You will...and you will see her.’

‘Good grief, I see her, there she is, here!’

My interlocutor could be said to be anticipating the surge of memories and para-
doxical desires verging on an occult aspect, ‘as if those memories and details might
be used to “conjure up” the lost one, as in a séance or an invocation’ (Solomon
2004: 85). In a dream, I hear, ‘It is natural (for one) in the physical state to mourn’,
echoing Krishna’s sermon to Arjuna in the Bhagavad-Gita (1985: 2.11): ‘but grief
(Socya, pitiable lamentation) is for oneself not for the departed...have resilience;
you have work yet on earth’s platform...attending to tasks and bodily health, with
diligence and self-love...’

As if prophetically, some weeks later in a dream or two I am reflecting,
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“You mean I should be loving myself; a self that is hanging on in threadbare smithereens...a
self negated?’

(Still in the twilight state I hear) Tring-tring tring—the cell phone goes off:

‘Honey, remember to bring me organic pasta from the supermarket, the one I like...’
‘Okay, I will...but hang on, aren’t you supposed not to be...well...alive, no?’

Another night, like the owl of Minerva, the dream-voice whispers Hermes’
message to me:

‘Let us get up and leave the hospital beds now.’

‘But what will people think, you’re supposed to be dead?’

‘Who cares what people say...I am here with you, am I not? Here take my hand—can’t you
feel the warmth?’

A Buddhist monk and an Indian sadhu may well identify with this sentiment, or
vedana, which I go on to briefly discuss. But as I argue shortly, drawing on Solomon,
grief is not all about sentimentality either. It is more a moral episteme entangled with a
deeper emotional response than might be thought. It may even be more, as one moves
to consider variations to this theme cross-culturally and in psychoanalytic wisdom.

The Sanskrit terms Socya [pitiable] or duhkha (Pali dukka) [suffering] are not
specific enough to cover the deep sense of loss, (kampava) and pain of mind (sanvée-
gaya), and sorrow (kalakirima) —from kala [time] and kriya [completed action;
‘termination of time’, that is death] (Obeyesekere 1985: 144). Here folk psychology
proceeds through legends or parables, a famous one of which is that of the mustard
seed, which goes like this: Kisa Gotami’s first and only child died in infancy.
Distraught with pain and grief, she went from place to place seeking some medicine
to resurrect her child. She eventually came to the Buddha and asked the sage whether
he could revive the dead child. The Buddha said that he could if only she would
bring a mustard seed from a house in which death had not occurred. Elated, Kisa
Gotam1’s went from one house to another seeking the impossible mustard seed. She
soon came to the realization that her own personal grief is simply a part of the larger
universal problem of suffering...in this recognition lay her redemption.

In Indian traditions (Jain, Hindu, and Buddhist) the stark reminder that a deceased
person is to be sent onwards to her own journey and that she may be reborn in
another body—even possibly in the same-household—is intended at the same time
to help one to cathartically confront one’s grief and be consoled that all is not lost
and that one could, perhaps should in due course, be ready to move on—with life’s
sojourn here and its spiritual trajectories being preparation for the eventuality of
one’s own demise as well (Gielen 1997: 52-71).

In the Jewish tradition the principal mourners withdraw indoors from public life
for a set number of days, a sharing of the grief of the living, in an observance known
as Shivah. It is obligatory to formally mourn (not necessarily to grieve). There are
prescribed rituals associated with an almost ascetic existence; one refrains from
domestic chores, as well as entertainment, driving, work, and other mundane preoc-
cupations. The recitation of the Mourner’s Kaddish, lighting of candles, and sharing of
food brought by family members and other visitors occur as well (Heilman 2001: 21;
Alpert 2010: 25-40).
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In some cultures, wailers are paid (indeed handsomely compensated like our
professional therapists) not only to join the mourners in expressing their remorse
and sorrow, but also to take part in other practices. In the highland village of Kaluli
in Papua New Guinea, an elaborate commemorative ritual involves dancing around
a bonfire in the middle of the night, ending with the enraged survivors leaping up
and stamping a burning torch on the shoulders of the hired dancers. The intensity
and scope of the ritual performance permits the mourners or the survivors to let their
repressed anger, rage against the gods and righteous indignation at the gratuitous
loss to surface from the soul, in all its dark shades, and to be thereby ‘cleansed,
cleared and purified’ (Lutz 1985).

And there is anger...why did you die on me? Couldn’t you have lived on, like everyone else
we know? Is that you David? The cats are fine... What is it like being dead? (Stephanie
Lewis on David Lewis—2003 conversation in Princeton)

Renato Rosaldo the anthropologist, describes his experience at the site of the
fatal accident overlooking the body of his lifeless wife, Michelle Rosaldo, at the
bottom of a 65-ft sheer precipice: ‘I felt like in a nightmare, the whole world around
me expanding and contracting, visually and viscerally heaving.” He found himself
embattled by ‘rage, born of grief’; and he began to understand the force of anger
that is possible in bereavement (2004: 167-8).

Months later, someone whispers... ‘You getting over the sorrow ok? Seeing a
counselor, getting professional help?” “You must stop worrying “Why she die?”
You[r] ki’ney-lever no’ functioning well...brain over-working all [the] time.
Yu’needa som’acupun’ure’ ‘Not your fault.” ‘Heal yourself.” ‘She’be right, mate.’
It seemed almost obligatory, a grid-like pattern to follow, set stages one supposedly
goes through:

“You must be on stage three now...displaced anger, irritability.
Open to a few possible goals, testosterone count coming up...you must be strong and resilient,
my friend, life must go on; you’ve got responsibilities...’

‘I’'m rather finding it more helpful splitting my time between the streets of the East Village
(in New York)—*“going mad in anonymity,” and mostly solitary in my retreat by beachside
Venus Bay (outside Melbourne), as also sequestered stoically in our village home, research
enclaves, ashram retreats and Ayurveda clinics by the holy rivers and towns up and down
the Indian subcontinent (after the last rites with the sacred ashes got completed). Sacrifice
sacrificing itself to sacrifice.

This latter “escape” route is somewhat reminiscent of the ‘twice-phoren’ sojourn
of the uncontrollably cantankerous Indian character in Salman Rushdie’s moving
novel, Fury (Rushdie 2001). One Professor Malik Solanka is the ingenious inventor
of masked “dolls” that debate philosophical imponderables and scientific verities
and engage in fiendish feuds on multi-mediated web-channels. One fine day, with
his immense dividend earnings intact, he stealthily flees his stable suburban home,
leaving behind his loving wife and a young son, and a cozy job in Cambridge
University. The philosopher, of great esteem to the popular audience in the U.K.,
decides to “black-out” in New York, “the seductive World-City” of expanding and
contracting mayda, that he much loves and resonates with at some deep level, but is dis-
dainful of for its horrendous pretensions —devoured gullibly by upper-Manhattan’s
mechanized, rudderless selves—and its scary politics laced with theo-babbling
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fundamentalism. He is burdened by a double-dose of wrath and indignation in the
altered states of America. ‘Those whom the gods would destroy they first make
mad’ (p. 184). The rupture he sought from his now all but buried pasts—erstwhile in
Bombay, followed by in the U.K.—drove him toward a schizoid frame of mind, and
he struggles to unearth the mysterious forebodings within his soul. Hoping to over-
come his faults and foibles and to retreat from his darker, counterfeit self, the self of
his dangerous fury, through renunciation, through ‘giving up’, he falls into new and
more grievous denizens of fury and other demons within.

Or as Rusdhie’s narrator exquisitely captures in non-prosaic psychoanalytic
flourish the sinews of the catastrophic perturbations gyrating within,

Malik Solanka who had latterly become conscious of the inexplicable within himself, had
been firmly of the prosaic party, the party of reason and science in its original and broadest
meaning: scientia, knowledge. Yet even in these microscopically observed and interminably
explicated days, what was bubbling inside him defied all explanations. There is that within
us, he was being forced to concede, which is capricious and for which the language of expla-
nation is inappropriate. We are made of shadow as well as light, of heat as well as dust.
Naturalism, the philosophy of the visible, cannot capture us, for we exceed. We fear this in
ourselves, our boundary-breaking, rule-disproving, shape-shifting, transgressive, trespassing
shadow-self, the true ghost in our machine. Not in the afterlife, or in any improbably immor-
tal sphere, but here on earth the spirit escapes the chain of what we know ourselves to be.
It may rise in wrath, inflamed by its captivity, and lay reason’s world to waste (Ibid 128-9).

We are a sign that is not read

We feel no pain, we almost have

Lost our tongue in foreign lands.

(Friedrich Holderlin, in Heidegger 1977b: 359)

Fast-forward to a nimble apartment on Rue B in the East Village (when not on
the LIRR to Stony Brook): I left behind Melbourne, hounded, mystified, over-
whelmed (or rather underwhelmed) and brought ‘to the knees’, that woefully lone-
some wandering and wondering went on intermittently for some good four long
years (in between teaching at local universities and wide reading). Whence also
I'reluctantly submitted to analysis and ‘healing’ therapies (thanks to recurrent advice).
Especially insightful were the regular weekly sessions on the couch, as it were, with
an astutely gifted psychiatrically-trained Buddhist psychotherapist on the upper
East-side (Manhattan). He had me work through, among various modalities besides
‘talk’ therapy, Atisa’s ‘Seven-Point Mind Training’ and Santideva’s Bodhicarya-
vatdra, interspersed with yoga, long hours of meditation, visualization and intro-
spective contemplations. This would be followed by peregrinations, mostly in
Central Park, so as to find some ‘direction home’ or for a little solace and company,
taking long strolls along Riverside, by the Hudson, with my friend and erstwhile
colleague Hazel Rowley (whose untimely gate gate parasamgate in 2011 in
New York simply exacerbated the residual grief. Hutchings 2011: 313). Needless to
say, of course, much more came up in the sessions than just the numbing melancho-
lia of bereavement, especially, to note a few such tropes, issues of childhood, over-
bearing parental expectations and their own domestic turmoils, sibling relations and
rivalries—hence early-life traumas. Additionally there surfaced signs of mendac-
ity, a plethora of follies, particularly combativeness, self-defensiveness, obsessive
compulsive reactions, aggression, bashful hostility, judgmentalism, temperamental
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moodiness, obfuscations, being strung-out, forgetfulness, impermeability, alleged
emotional abuse, and relationship difficulties. Not to mention certain inane suspi-
ciousness, insecurities, lashing out with blaming accusations, criticisms and empty
words (even against those who brought care, love and new relationship opportuni-
ties). There were also signs of various deficiencies—such as the capacity for com-
passion, empathy, vulnerability, accountability, gratitude, openness, humility, or
being able to be present to the moment. Alongside were symptoms of a dysfunc-
tional mind, embodiment dissonance, sexual disorientation, mild addiction, and the
failure to come to grips with my own oblivion to the vanishing present. Every act
and gesture of surrounding persons seemed to become calculated occasions for
antics and foibles of the petty ego and the confrontational, mystifying intellect,
confounded by confusion and baneful unmindfulness, overseas jaunts and long
absences in elusive pursuits, especially during the drawn-out process of the other’s
illness. Nothing was any longer what it appeared to be; and the hitherto buried psy-
chic traces (samskaras, or klesas [hindrances], those of the sedimented crusts of
karma itself) would spill over or become enmeshed in the embodied (or more aptly,
disembodied) state one is blindly walking around in, or insufferably clinging onto
while and living through day-to-day regularity (rather irregularity).

Why was it necessary in attempting to deal with the present grief to delve so
deeply into the inexplicable psyche and early childhood issues? Because, as I came
to understand later in dialogue with another psychotherapist: ‘Oftentimes when a
person suffers a major loss in adulthood, they are unexpectedly confronted with
unresolved earlier grief and losses from their childhood. The extent to which they
were able, or unable, to fully grieve and process those earlier losses impacts their
ability to fully meet, experience, and process the present grief. It is not unusual,
therefore, for latent feelings, unresolved emotional traumas, and maladaptive emo-
tional responses and behaviors to surface during periods of extreme loss and grief”
(Tinara M. Benson, personal communication).

The soul becomes a ball of splashing seaweeds
entangling colors of flora and weeping corals
in the seabed of endless time;

the hour-hand ticking losses.

The Work of Mourning and Grieving

Grief shows in the face.
—Wittgenstein
I should now like to offer some theoretical reflections.! Following the painful or

unacceptable loss of a loved and/or esteemed one, both grief and mourning are
undergone. While grief is the more immediate response, an episodic act or experi-

"Here I have been greatly assisted (indeed guided) by very helpful and poignant responses (virtual
summaries) to the read draft version from Edward S. Casey, to whom I am most grateful. Some of
the paragraphs in the theoretical reflections are cited verbatim, in places without quotation marks,
if in a talking-paper of this nature one can assume and exercise this indiscretion. (See note 2.)
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ence, mourning, it is noted, is a state, whether a state of mind or state of collectivity.
The feeling of grief is experienced as ‘acute emotionality that is insistently conscious;
while mourning need not be conscious at all: hence its many vicissitudes, including
those of hating the lost one’, being angry with them, or identifying with him or her
intensely (Casey, personal communication). There may be no conscious recognition
of this state as mourning until a close friend or an analyst points this out; thus the
variety of ritualistic enactments, almost underscoring the difficulty of mourning—or
as Derrida would say, ‘the impossible mourning that nonetheless remains at work’
(2001: 95), and thus its tendency to be unconscious, which makes way for its public
performance with others, or by their intervention in the mourning process.

Often however, the experience of grief—or even the absence of it—is viewed
more in pathological terms than as one of the regular everyday emotions because it
seems so out of the ordinary. Philosophers have not refrained from asking if ‘normal
grief is a mental disorder?’” (Wilkinson 2000). Solomon nevertheless avers that this
is a misguided question: ‘If grief were simply a negative reaction to a loss, or even
a physical condition that (it has often been pointed out) fits the definition of a mental
disorder, a medical illness, this would be incomprehensible.” (2007: 75) On the
contrary, like anger, righteous indignation, and wrath, grief is ‘a strategy for engag-
ing with the world,” despite the denials and obsequious self-obsessions. A closer
survey of the symptoms of grief reinforces Solomon’s view. Thus, Eric Lindemann
describes the more general symptomology of grief, thus:

The picture shown by persons in acute grief is remarkably uniform. Common to all is the
following syndrome: sensations of somatic distress occurring in waves lasting from 20 min-
utes to an hour at a time, a feeling of tightness in the throat, choking with shortness of breadth,
need for sighting, and an intense subjective distress described as tension of mental pain. The
patient soon learns that these waves of discomfort can be precipitated by visits, by mention of
the deceased, and by receiving sympathy...Another strong preoccupation is with feelings of
guilt. The bereaved searches the time before the death for evidence of failure to do right by
the lost one. He accuses himself of negligence and exaggerates minor omissions. In addition,
there is often a disconcerting loss of warmth in relationship to other people, a tendency to
respond with irritation and anger, a wish not to be bothered by others at a time when friends
and relatives make special effort to keep up friendly relationship. These feelings of hostility,
surprising and quite inexplicable to the patients, disturbed them and were again often taken
as signs of approaching insanity. Great efforts are made to handle them, and the result is often
a formalized, stiff manner of social interaction (cited in Lamm 2000: 142-3).

Mourning, although somewhat formalized in modern cultures, nevertheless,
seeks to extend the grief to a more shared burden of feeling in the larger community
or collectivity; the role of narration in mourning ineluctably takes us into the inter-
subjective sphere as well. Hence there are both personal and collective locations,
especially of mourning, if not of grief itself. And as Solomon points out, in cultures
that are less individualistic and more socially connected, grief is a tightly communal
and shared experience. ‘The logic of grief is entangled with the social structure of
mourning, and the peculiarity of grief as I will describe it is that the mourning is
minimal’ (2004: 75); although perhaps not so minimal, as the anthropological work
of Catherine Lutz (1985) demonstrates.

Psychological anthropologists no longer consider emotions to be mere private,
psychobiological phenomena; they are substantially mediated by culture. Jenkins
and Karno have argued that
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a culture provides its members with an available repertoire of affective and behavioral
responses to the human condition, including illness. In addition, it offers models of how
people should or might feel and act in response to the serious illness of a loved one. This may
involve anger and hostility in one context or sadness and sympathy in another (1992: 9-21).

As much as one would like to emphasize the cultural (extra-personal) dimension,
the collective repertoire and resources thereof, over the intrapsychic processes, the
internal (inward-tending) dimension, that acutely personal festering of the ‘dark
night’, should not be overlooked (as it often is in reductionist and behaviorist
psychologies, that overwhelmingly focus on the external symptoms and environ-
mental stimuli or triggers at the expense of the deeper intentionalities, emotional
and mental challenges), and for which a more balanced spiritual response may be
more apposite. ‘Indeed’, notes Edward Casey, ‘we cannot keep them apart, especially
in mourning, given that virtually every state of mourning is at least interpersonal—
minimally, between the lost one and the survivor—but also ramifies into larger
social and political groupings. An even more concrete transition is made when there
are expressive gestures mediated between affect and the law, and the ‘empathic
projective identification’ encircles the outlying world of indefinite pluralities right
up to the level of the state or the nation (thus, ‘A National Day of Mourning’, or a
Week or a Month, ‘The World Mourns Today’).

The quick theoretical reflection here is that there are both cognitive and affective
aspects to mourning, just about throughout the process; however, there are differen-
tial emphases on the two dimensions in any given or particular case, as the anec-
dotes also well demonstrate. Thus, when I mourn, I must believe certain minimal
things: that someone or something has departed forever, that there is no possible or
adequate replacement for this loss; that my life has become that much more empty,
etc.” ‘By the same token, however’, as Casey draws out well the implication here,
‘I feel the loss within; I not only notice it, I react to it emotionally.”* I will say a little
more on the distinguishable but inseparable status of these two dimensions as the
epicenters of mourning in the final section. Meanwhile, the appearance of the loaded
negativity associated with this emotion may have escaped us. So the question this
raises is important to pause for.

The Analytic of ‘Moral Emotion’ vis-a-vis ‘Grief Pathology’

1 don’t mind dying - I just don’t want to be there when it happens.
— Spike Milligan
We are too late for the gods,
And too early for Being.
— Martin Heidegger

2The quotations here are the response (plus personal communication of Edward Casey to the first
draft of my paper, presented at the Stony Brook-Manhattan conference on ‘Living with Grief:
Coping with Public Tragedy’ in 2003).
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Just what happens when one is brushed by death? Heidegger answers that there
is a deep anxiety that one is poised to becoming “nothing”, the challenge of “nullity”
of any and all being, hence being-ness, as one is “thrown-toward-death”, which is
always a possibility; so too for the other who now fully bears witness to this truth
(1977a: 108). There is a practical affirmation of the finitude of one’s being, of the
inauthenticity of existence, that the illusion of immortality has been totally shat-
tered: what other illusion (read Hindu maya) remains? The metaphysical fear of
death that one experiences for the other is also at the same time, and perhaps as for
Solomon, the real challenge here (Malpas and Solomon 1998: 17). It is a reminder
of one’s own, albeit temporarily submerged, fear of dying, and not of the suffering
part of it. The first-person fears are inextricably mixed up with the loss felt in the
dying of the second-person, whose presumed fears and suffering at the hands of
indiscriminate agents of death now become my burden also.

Hauntingly, with the onset of death of another, there is a reminder, impossibly, of
one’s own death, as if remembering a future memory—as when a ‘wake’ for my
friend with a terminal prognosis, Murray of Venus Bay, is held where each of his 200
friends and family members recalls the good times they have had with him over the
decades and what each would miss when Murray finally succumbs to the claws of
death. Murray even organized his own funeral with the help of his dear friend, Effie,
and narrated in his ‘swan song’ the choice of the coffin, the location of the burial
site, the rites he prefers, the celebrant he has prepared for the sacred occasion, and
what brand of beer would be distributed at the reception. (It was not unlike the
dream Gabriel Garcia Marquez narrates of organizing his own funeral, 1993) This
seemed like a sanguine gesture and an humane acceptance of the inevitable; the
difficult and painful thought of the passing of someone so close as Murray is to the
village folks (and indeed to me) was made part of everyday reality; sadly, his very
close ‘mate’, Brian, passed on prematurely, and Murray himself breathed his last
late 2011. Brian, passed on prematurely in the interim.)

Still, why is it that grief is so often looked upon as a ‘negative’ and undesir-
able emotion—even as one of the ‘basic’ emotions (along with sadness)? Why is
it that the color black, darkness, and two-dimensional shades of colorless and
timeless surrounds are so overwhelmingly associated with mourning and the
funerary rites? The Mahabharata’s list of negative emotions includes grief,
alongside anger and sorrow (Bilimoria 2003). But why is grief looked upon as
suffering in the way that sorrow is? Most approaches in folk psychology are all
too readily disposed to deal with grief by healing one speedily of the malaise,
‘the shocking blow’, the physical pain and mental burden. Often many Westerners
who help the bereaved, as Rosenblatt observes, hold to some notion or other of
‘grief pathology’—for example, grief that is never expressed; that goes on too
intensely for too long; that is delayed; that involves delusions, that involves
threats to others, that involves self-injury (Rosenblatt 1997:41). Grief patholo-
gies, like grief, may suggest a human universal, but what is forgotten is that
symptoms of grief vary from culture to culture. Thus, Rosenblatt cites three
instances that point to the differences: a mother in Cairo suffering from a 7-year
depression over the loss of her child is really not perceived in her culture to be
behaving pathologically.
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A bereaved Balinese who seemingly laughs off a death is also behaving appropriately by
the standards of her culture; in another society, a person who is possessed by spirits of the
dead may be in line with what is entirely understandable and quite common in bereavement
in her own society (Rosenblatt 1997:41).

Yet philosophers have waxed ambivalent on grief’s nature and especially its rela-
tion to other emotions and affects, and to morality, and indeed to the cooler rationality
or primacy of intellectualization (rephrasing Stocker 2003: 144). Thus, Robert
Solomon, in a paper read in Melbourne, also questions why this paradigm case of
emotion is often listed (though typically as sadness) as one of the “basic’” emotions and
a “negative” and (thus) undesirable one? Instead, he wishes to argue that ‘Grief is a
moral emotion...It is for this reason that grief is not only expected, as the appropriate
reaction to the loss of a loved one, but in a strong sense obligatory, and much more.’

But grief is not merely “normal” or “natural,” for it would pass the test for a “duty” in the
Kantian scheme of things. Some feelings are obligatory, and this is because they are deeply
embedded into the fabric of our moral lives (Solomon 2004: 75-78).

I think that what Solomon wants to underscore here is that grief should not be
looked upon as a disease or mental aberration and reduced to the clinical picture
of the suffering—or limited to the overly mystical picture of a ghostly presence
(as in C. S. Lewis’s account above). His basic argument is that there are deep—and
deeply felt—moral (hence the dedicatory gesture) and reflective dimensions to grief
directed toward the loved one who has been lost. Without love there would be no
grief; the greater the love, the greater the grief. The other important distinction
Solomon makes ‘is that one does not suffer from grief, but rather one suffers grief’.

That grief is a painful and undesirable emotion is obvious, but then it is not as if the feelings
of grief are themselves painful...It occurs in our lives in unwanted circumstances, and its
very presence means that we have suffered a serious loss (Solomon 2004: 80).

But there is a peculiarly unique value to this emotion, which, as I read Solomon
and much of the cross-cultural literature—e.g., those in Buddhism, explored by our
Melbourne-based Sri Lankan colleague, Padmasiri de Silva—‘is not only measured
by the circumstances that prompt it, and it might just be that grief is the most desir-
able and in that sense “positive” emotion in a tragic situation’ (cited in Solomon, ibid).

We may press on the notion of moral obligation for a while, inquiring as to its
congruency with grief, and ask: whose obligation is it? How far does the circle
stretch out, as it were? Shall we assume also thatitis a ‘right’ reciprocally demanded
by the deceased, or by the social milieu; but so also in the sense of a ‘rite’ entailing
the entitlement to be able to perform or trump a claim to that privilege? And whose
right? Whose grief counts? Why not that of Hamlet’s mother, Gertrude, who too
made no effort (as did Hamlet) to symbolize the death of her husband? (Shakespeare
1992: Hamlet Act 1, scene ii.; Solomon 2004: 76—77) Indeed cultures vary as to who
has the obligation or right to grieve, ‘who is defined as the principal mourner, and
who is seen as experiencing the most loss with a given death’. As Rosenblatt (who
observed small scale societies reports):

One cannot, for example, assume that a new widow or widower feels the rights, obligations
or feelings of a principal mourner for a deceased spouse. One cannot assume that the person
wailing most loudly or supported most attentively by others from her or his culture is a
close relative of the deceased’ (1997: 41).
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In one reported incident at a funeral, after a mourner with no apparent relation to
or even acquaintance with the family fainted while wailing loudly did it come to
light that she was the covert mistress of the suddenly collapsed deceased, whom he
had been supporting materially along with a mix of offspring from her previous
marriage and possibly their own bigamous de-facto relationship. Her wailing could
be interpreted as her bold attempt at seeking attention to her suffering and at the
same time staking a claim in the “family loom”, which she indeed did in due course
of time; whenceforth she won a sizeable share of the deceased’s estate.

Likewise, in some cultures, wailers are paid to enact mourning for the immediately
affected but somewhat emotionally at-sea family members. As Solomon notes him-
self, such a position confuses grief with mourning, which is an expression of grief and
is often embedded in a complex social structure (as anthropologists have keenly
observed everywhere). Where mourning is minimal and institutionalized (i.e., cut
short to a few hours and attendance at service that is more or less by ‘invitation’), a
sense of obligation marks the occasion; but in cultures, such as those of the Maori or
Aboriginal Australians, where funerary ceremonies can continue for 3 or more days,
mourning is woven into the everyday life as part of the communal affective-fare. Even
s0, a distinction has to be made between a gesture expected or considered to be appro-
priate, and an act done as a matter of duty or out of a sense that it is obligatory. The
latter might reflect a deeply social genealogy of these emotions, which carry out
social mandates as it were (Casey, response, see note 2.).

But let us dwell a little longer on the larger moral claim: the test of “duty”
(Pflicht) or the categorical imperative. There is lot at stake here: first is the sugges-
tion that grief is not simply a set of primitive physiological sensations, raw feelings,
pain; that it is not like anger, sorrow, depression; even that it is not just the ‘episodic
attack’ in the brain (as mental disorders and pathologies are thought to be); instead,
it has a different, albeit a propositional structure (that-p). This suggestion comes
from Don Gustafson’s essay, one of the rare few on this subject in analytical
philosophy (1989). Gustafson’s argument is that grief necessarily includes a desire
contrary to the belief that the lost beloved is lost, while sorrow involves only a wish-
ing and not such a desire (Solomon’s phrasing).

I wish to draw caution to this position by questioning some of the presupposi-
tions underpinning the premises in respect of their universalism or essentialism/
realism, if not the stultifying aridity, and coherence overall. I will draw instead from
psychoanalytical and cross-cultural ruminations for my skepticism. I wish to move
the analysis towards the completely affective state, and bring into the picture mel-
ancholia, unconscious processes, and bodily impact to draw or trace out the inex-
pressive a little further.

Bob Solomon was among the early proponents of a Pure Cognitive Theory in which
emotions were analyzed solely in terms of beliefs, desires and other intentional states,
claiming that emotion is an ‘evaluative (or normative) judgment, a judgment about my
situation and/or about all other people’ (1976: 186). If one interprets ‘cognition’ or the
cognitive as being evaluative, as Solomon did in his early views, then this is what
marks the emotion of grief as much as it would other emotions. The intense evaluative
judgment or ‘appraisal’ element here would include increasing references to an agent’s
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desires and goals—or their frustration. Since then philosophers such as William Lycan,
William Alston, Roland Alan Nash, and to an extent Martha Nussbaum, among others,
have insisted on the bodily disturbances— ‘unthinking energies’—and perturbations
of non-intellectual mentation processes (Nussbaum’s ‘thought’) in the agent so that
experiences such as trembling, blushing, perspiring, pangs, throbs, tingles, burning
and other sensations, adrenalin secretions, increase in heart and respiratory rates, alter-
ations of blood flow, changes in blood pressure, digestive processes and other neuro-
logical symptoms are not excluded: indeed, these would be fundamental structural
markers of emotional response. And this is evidenced not just in human beings with
their quaint sentimentality, but apparently also in other animate creatures, in animals®
(and ancient cultures believed this to be the norm among deceased ancestors, angels
and gods/goddesses as well). This also gives warrant to the idea that grief involves a
much larger tapestry, as it were, in its processing than, say, in the more short-fused
emotions such as anger or even moral indignation. Grief is not something that can be
‘talked through’ and resolved intellectually, as when parties come to understand that
the anger and rage, or a flurry of accusations based on jealousy, were actually a result
of some gross misreading of signs or cues or earlier interaction between them.

Solomon is right in emphasizing that grief is not a fleeting emotion, and that
therefore the phenomenological structure of cognition (the cognitive act) is not
expansive enough to contain, so to speak, the protracted space in which grief ‘hap-
pens’ and demands its process. Thus ‘the process of grieving is the process of coping
with that impossible desire and intolerable loss’ (2004: 85). And to that end there is
an inexorable reflective, contemplative, introspective, introjective and even deeply
meditative structure (if one needs to continue to use the cognitive model) to the pro-
cess. Solomon is right about the reflective and dedicatory qualities of grief, meaning
that the surge of feelings (sensations, emoting) is marked by a deep sense of care,
gratitude, reverence, honoring, commemorating, celebrating, and still an unrequited
longing, a resilient desire for it to be otherwise than the loss so deeply felt.

Importantly, there is in this expression of grief a moral reciprocity, if not also the
moral responsibility or blame (hence guilt) one is overcome with, the sense that some-
how one was oneself implicated in the cause of the death, which in turn compounds
the sentimentality of loss. To have the courage amidst this turmoil to be able to face
the issue and stare deeply without even as much as a blink at the fathomless reach of
death that has brought about this loss through the imagined (or real at the moment of
the death) eyes of the beloved—not unlike the ceaseless gaze into a beloved’s living
eyes—this courage is considered to be a quasi-virtue (like valor in the face of tragic
assault or aggression, in the Aristotelian sense). That is Solomon’s point.

I wish to take up each of the stages I discern in the welling-up of this emotion,
following Solomon, while drawing from the Indian tradition. Thus, I have argued
elsewhere that in Indian theories the body is the locus classicus of feelings, sentiments,

3Witness, for example, self-grieving of dog Devi, and grief on the face of Rasa, baby-dog, and their
carers, honored with canine last rites: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SGBsWIIRep4; http://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=5d0iN4COY78; and www.pbilimo.com
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and affects (Bilimoria 2003: 214—6). And I illustrate this from the opening scene in
the Bhagavadgita (1985), where a despondent Arjuna presents a first-hand report of
his state-of-being on the battlefield as he encounters the prospect of the impending
death of his kith and kin: his body is overwhelmed with sensations of feelings
described as quivering, shivering, giddiness, nervousness, heaviness of breathing,
weakness of his limbs, hair standing on end, and swallowing.

Martha Nussbaum, in her essay ‘Emotions as Judgments of Value and Importance’
(1997),* much like the early pre-repentant Solomon and Gustafson, considers the
emotion of grief to be a form of judgment—about important things—involving
judgments in which we acknowledge our neediness and lack of self-sufficiency or
incompleteness before those elements that we do not fully control. And this view by
her own account is a modified Stoic or neo-Stoic position, wherein the ‘unthinking
bodily movements’, powerful and constitutive as they are, are not considered
sufficient to render them an emotion; this is done by the more intelligent cognitive
component. Nussbaum reinscribes judgment into this capitulating state by bringing
in features or markers of intentionality (object-directedness with or without a
defined causal relation to the unthinking-perturbations), beliefs (ways of “seeing
that” or very complex objects), and value (2001: 189). Objects of emotion are valued
for their importance, and are items of concern; hence their welfare holds
significance—in terms of the agent’s flourishing and happiness.

So the necessary and sufficient conditions for emotion (although not identical)
are relevant beliefs (of which there are three, to be indicated below) and percep-
tions; the rest of the features—the non-belief, non-thinking features, as Nussbaum
calls them, or the objectless wandering feelings of pain and/or pleasure, are rele-
gated to the constitutive parts— even while she wonders aloud; “What are they like
if they are not about anything?’ (The three beliefs are: that the suffering is serious;
that the person does not deserve the suffering; and that the possibilities of the person
who experiences the emotion are similar to those of the sufferer (Nussbaum 2001: 62)).
And so the jab in the stomach and sensations of being ripped by slivers of glass at
the news of her mother’s impending death—Ilike Arjuna’s inner tears—are recastable
in plain-language propositional terms:

My mother has died. It strikes me, it appears to me, that a person of enormous value, who

was central to my life, is no longer there. It feels as if a nail has entered my insides; as if life

has suddenly a large rip or tear in it, a gaping hole. I see, as well, her wonderful face—both

as tremendously loved and as forever lost to me. The appearance [and this is the crux of her

argument] in however many ways we picture it, is propositional: it combines the thought of
importance with the thought of loss, its content is that this importance is lost. And, as I have

*See Solomon’s comment in his review of Nussbaum (poignant for his critical retraction, siding
with the so-called Adversary): ‘...can you make all of the evaluative judgments that supposedly
constitute the emotion and nevertheless not have that emotion? I have come to the conclusion after
many years that the Adversary (now reinforced with some powerful studies in neurobiology) must
be reckoned with, and that my old, rather ruthless line between those cognitive features of emotion
that are essential and those non-cognitive features of emotion that are not essential was (in the
context of the time) heuristic and is no longer so. (Nussbaum insists on necessary and sufficient
conditions in her study, p. 62.)” (Solomon 2002: 900).
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said, it is evaluative: it does not just assert, “Betty Craven is dead”. Central to the propositional
content is my mother ’s enormous importance, both to herself as well as to me as an element
in my life (Nussbaum 2001: 197).

According to this view, then, the judgment is the grieving (it does not just precede
or follow it): this is the upheaval. Encounters with death and the attachments to the
dying or deceased (the intentional objects) come in a variety of forms, differing
even in kind —from death of a pet animal, to that of a spouse one identifies strongly
with (perhaps more deeply than with a parent), to the passing of bodhisattvas and
gods; the rawness and intensity of the responses, the amorphous, involuntary and
pre-linguistic sense of lack, the dissonance and ambivalences of the will, indeed
vary also in proportion to attachment schemata and one’s ill-disposition, or unpre-
paredness, or the absence of symbolization in the moment, as the case of Hamlet
well illustrates. I think it not unfair to quip that ‘if the emotion of grief is judgment-
laden, then Nussbaum’s account itself is heavily theory-laden.” In other words, the
judgment-ladenness of emotions had already figured as fore-structure/fore-grounding
in her general theory of emotions, which she imports into her account of grief after
the initial shock and the emblematic response to the traumatic news. Hence she
is able to set aside all those troubling, disturbing, physiological, neurological, ‘the
insufferable animal’ or demonic bodily sensations and biological symptoms that
psychologists, healers, acupuncturists, folk counselors of various persuasions, animal
nurses, and Fiirsorgenden [carers] worry about, particularly if these are not recog-
nized and acknowledged for their significance as necessary constituents of the
emotion (or whatever category they slot grief into). It is curious that none of them
think of treating the symptomology just in terms of beliefs and judgments (as the
sufficiency principle). Perhaps the state of being belief-contrary —*“I wish she had
not died”—is excepted, since it can be a focus of therapy, but it is mainly understood
as a disaffective signifier of denial which is also there in melancholy and sorrow.
Perhaps too they do think, with Nussbaum’s adversaries (pirvapaksins), that the
unthinking markers are indeed the sufficient elements of grief and that the belief-
propositional ingredients are constitutive or rather supplementary. The massive
ramblings of her tome apart, what Nussbaum has ended up with is rather close to
the Hybrid Cognitive Theory that has been around since the late 1980s, in which
perception and belief-state still maintain a hegemony or are called the ‘paradigm
case’, but in which nonpropositional contents are not excluded, and these are the
‘messier’ side of emotion, linked to its own specific evaluative continuum and affec-
tive contents. (For example, see the work of Don Gustafson (1989), Ronald Alan
Nash (1989), and Dan Moller (2007). The slight exception is the perspicuous under-
scoring of resilience and caring by Moller.)

By contrast, a somewhat more sophisticated view is presented in Ronald de
Sousa’s cognitive alternative account, in which context is given more importance
than the contents of emotion, with context weighing heavily on the body’s responses
in a behavioral (not physiological) mode in a participatory social environment, in
which others are co-conspirators in the cultivation of our emotions (see, again,
Solomon 2004 and Sousa’s chapter in this volume). But where is there the context
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for cultivation of grief in the cases I have cited and in the numerous folk accounts
where people find themselves bowled over by life’s movements unannounced, or in
a state of utter unpreparedness and confusion by a meteor- or steamroller-like, inex-
plicable, indeed ineffable, phenomenon?

Occasionally vociferous charges are directed at the pathologically dissociative
“cognitive” theory of emotion for excluding affect as an essential element of emo-
tional experience which satisfies grief’s conditions of reciprocity, reparation, empathy,
compassion, and Sorge [care] and is not limited merely to rational or intellectual
movement. This charge has been led by Michael Stocker and Peter Goldie, but it has
been a central tenet of psychoanalytical theories since Freud. Some argue for the
middle way view that cognitive theory can and ought to include affect—not an
implausible and unreasonable compromise, but its coherency has yet to be persua-
sively argued for and tested. This is where Solomon has ended up also, more or less,
with his dehistoricized, prudential affective phenomenology of grief. Not much is
new here at all. Nevertheless, the battle lines remain drawn along these sharp cleavages,
and it is quite plausible that further empirical research—in cross-cultural anthropology,
psychology and psychoanalysis, with its forays into the unconscious, an aspect of
consciousness not much theorized in analytical philosophy—will veer closer to the
so-called adversarial position, or somehow sever this false disjunctive theory-choice.
There are some serious reasons for thinking this.

Nevertheless, something in the tussle, as it were, between the emergent ‘Evaluative
versus Devaluative’ divide on the theoretic plane, might be resolved if we conde-
scend to acknowledge that surely grief and mourning involve a quite peculiar sense
of evaluation to the extent that the bereaved wishes to honor the missing person by
saying, in effect, that the person, now all but lost to their world, is worth this very
affective response. This is Casey’s concession here, with the qualification that this
valuation of ‘the degree or kind of worth is here conditioned by circumambient
social structures, e.g. family hierarchies and other forms of collective units, including
ideologies and entire social imaginaries’. The point is well taken. However, the
issue really is whether the evaluation is already part of that emotional response or is
it a supplement to it, or indeed a response to this precursive emotion.

Given the current theoretical impasse as described it might be helpful to turn to
treatments of empathy in tandem with the Heideggerian concept of Sorge, or care
(concern and solicitude), where the focus is on the phenomenological structure,
i.e., the noematic content, rather than on the cognitive or nomological ramifications
of the ego-reified experience: the that (suchness, in Buddhist terminology) of the
experience, rather than the “I am having experience that.” (Sharma 1993a, b). Here,
comparable to Kant’s suggestive notion of the ‘sublime’, the transcendental of all
experiences, as a free-standing aesthetic category (that could be evoked by mystical
or occultist encounters as well, including impending death), grief is traced as having
the potential of an a priori disposition—albeit, not so much in terms of an abstract
conceptual category but more as a soft-wired ‘ready-at-heart’ physiological response
in all those spaces Hume had marked out for the work of sympathy upon the news
or first-hand experience of a close-one (or a very significant human figure) passing
to the beyond.
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The Sublime Melancholia of Mourning

The Raven’

Ah, distinctly I remember it was in the bleak December,

And each separate dying ember wrought its ghost upon the floor. Eagerly I wished the
morrow...

‘Prophet!’ said I, ‘thing of evil! - prophet still, if bird or devil!

By that Heaven that bends above us - by that God we both adore

Tell this soul with sorrow laden if, within the distant Aidenn,

It shall clasp a sainted maiden whom the angels named Lenore —

Clasp a rare and radiant maiden, whom the angels named Lenore?’

Quoth the raven, ‘Nevermore.’

‘Be that word our sign of parting, bird or fiend!’ I shrieked upstarting -

‘Get thee back into the tempest and the Night’s Plutonian shore!
Leave no black plume as a token of that lie thy soul hath spoken!
Leave my loneliness unbroken! - quit the bust above my door!

Edgar Allen Poe

In his essay on ‘Mourning and Melancholia’, Freud (1986: 243) begins by talking
about the affect of mourning [and I am here citing Charlie Shepherdson for a more
succinct summary]:

‘In the face of a death, the work of mourning brings with it a certain affective state.

Accordingly, the word for mourning “Trauer,” designates not only the activity of the
mourner, but also the disposition or grief that accompanies it (2007: 58).

Freud is really interested in melancholy for which grief serves as a contrasting
foil for his theory; and much philosophical and psychoanalytic literature has focused
on melancholy as a depressive syndrome (Radden 2000).

In the lover ’s mourning, the loss of a loved one results in a loss of the capacity to
adopt any new object of love; while in a lover’s melancholy (as in the wider range
that Shakespeare samples out, rather playfully), the source of the condition eludes
the depressive sufferer. In its structural behavioral contexts there is expression of the
same elements of guilt, exhaustion, absentee love-object or lack, exhibiting Sartre’s
nauseating absence, abyss as Nothingness, the Heideggerean “thrownness-unto-
death” and a kaleidoscopic folding-in of the (Humean) regularity of sight, of time, if
not of space also, and all associations, causally marked and free. Indeed, the Cartesian
extensions of the senses and of the Nyaya mind (Descartes’ ‘self’ that thinks) recede
and become grossly in-tensions, in-turned; there is occlusion of the eyes and vision
too, a rather palely hued two-dimensional world-space and a sense of the vaguely
meaningless presence of existence hanging over its own frayed or shattered edges
and, as it were, lingering on—Ilike an infracted and now dead bit of skin that refuses
to fall off the old sore—with no real sense of continuity or futurity. After much that

3 This sorely woody poem (excerpted here) describing Edgar Allen Poe’s melancholia at loss of his
beloved Lenore, was first published in 1845.
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is screened out by this flatness, what hovers around in ghostly perturbations is this
uncanny, unmystical irreality, disturbingly so (“Why doesn’t the world stop, can’t
they see my life and vision just have?’). If one has never had a ‘mystical experi-
ence’, this condition would serve as a neat counterfactual: contradict this state
and imagine the totally contrary in all possible worlds save this one, and one
would sense what the mystic claims to experience as her mind, sense and intellect
and ‘soul’ (which too is bereft in the state in question) soar outwards into seemingly
multiple or expanding dimensions.

In melancholy, by contrast, the ego is said to have been split, and there is self-
reproach and self-loathing (one part turning on the other), symptoms of neurosis,
sometimes over-excitement followed by macabre and chilling withdrawal (the social
context of grieving or mourning has been elided), and the agent causally links the
source of the debilitating will, the pain and free-floating anxiety, to external condi-
tions of dissatisfactions. There is desire to continue the relationship of love, but the
love-object has vanished; in melancholy, again, the relationship so much desired is
evasive in the absence of a clear grasp on that desire, let alone the love-object. And
this compounds the duhkha as one fails to register what one is attached to; and yet
the pervasive sense—the ‘feeling’—of attachment has not worked its way through,
and even less so when there is a collective melancholia, in which the already
detached-attachment is passed on from one generation to another—as in the case of
the horrors of the Partition of British India into two nation-states, or the Holocaust.

The thought of suicide is a great source of comfort: with it a calm passage is to be made
across many a bad night.
—Friedrich Nietzsche

I think it instructive to set out this contrast, but then also to ask at what point
grief frays into melancholia, as surely the intentional object of loss, the lack, the
absence that makes its presence felt more in dreams and daydream memories, in
mirrors of time, gradually vanishes, leaving the unfocussed, restless ego not much
to clutch onto but its own dis-esteemed subjectivity. The once reconciliatory voice
of the other turns into slashing commands; the persisting amorous phantasies are
interrupted by alien/unidentified hosts vying for the agent’s love, unleashing symp-
tomatic jouissance of pain/pleasure in a sadistic mix (intoxicant addicts will recog-
nize that condition all too well); a hitherto morally neutral disposition turns into
moral masochism, self-reproach of a more damaging, even self-castrating or suicidal
(sallekhana) kind, and so on. Karl Abraham, following Freud’s work, concluded
that the agent succeeds in establishing the lost loved person in his ego, while the
melancholic has failed to do so (Klein 2000: 307), and that the two conditions are
not vastly different from each other in kind, even though melancholy—other than
perhaps in the scholar, a la Shakespeare—is often diagnosed as a pathological
condition, and grief not so, or not so frequently, unless it seems excessive (as in the
case of the Italian woman returning to the hospital ward where her husband had
died, and wailing days-on-end well after the funeral and the wake were held).
Melancholy is a paradigm case of an affective state.
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The walls of the ego now melt in naked aloneness
as mirrors reflecting back skyloads of pain;

the ceiling above pelts down tears of rain,

the clouds outside are set ablaze in fire;

in these diminished nights of infinite resignations.

(www.pbilimo.com)

I believe, it is also instructive to look closely at the therapeutic situation, what
in some cultural contexts would be called the rituals surrounding mourning and
healing, to discern the imaginary of grief as affect, for hardly any folk culture is
hide-bound by an excessively cognitivist approach to the phenomenon of grief—not
even that of behavioral and Skinnerian psychologists. If anything, the complexity of
this affect is acknowledged in therapeutic efforts, as well as just how ignorant,
occluded human beings in general remain about this most enigmatic and pervasive
of emotional experiences. (Unlike love or Eros it does not set in at a more or less
calculated or expected time-line: it is unanticipated, by and large.)

Some cognitivist work on depression is more likely to shed light on grief than
abstract philosophical analysis, it would seem; although called cognitivism, medical
psychologists have worked to describe emotions associated with depression follow-
ing loss. A sequential schema is used, although it is not always causally linear, but
more associative. Aaron T. Beck shows that first there is the precipitating event, in
some form of “loss” experience; the awareness of this experience causes cognitive
states; these states, in turn, effect negative mood states; eventually, physiological
reactions ensue. The awareness part is the belief state that initiates the psychological
causes of other aspects of depression. Beck differs from philosophical “cognitivists,”
who posit that the beliefs involved in emotions such as depression are not causes but
constituents of those conditions. The adversarial position says that it is affects, not
beliefs, that are intrinsic constituents, and these are not just the cause or the conse-
quence of belief-state dissonances experienced by the sufferer. A person’s feeling of
sadness is not merely because of, but also over or about his or her loss, they insist.
The belief states are intrinsic to the experience of depression, and part of how we
identify it as an experience of that kind (Beck 2000: 317-23).

The separation of belief states from affect is a very poignant contention here and
one that one must go through if the empirical data Beck draws on and the growing
psychoanalytic arguments are anything to go by. To be sure, the belief state and
especially the distorted evaluations, overvaluations, hasty and inaccurate conclu-
sions, logical errors, and indeed belief contrary at the onset of grief, etc., are not
undermined or marginalized. Denials, negative view about the world, oneself, the
future, and a sense of the futility of motivating oneself indeed form the cognitive
triad (which itself is a way of suggesting that at the theoretical level we need to go
beyond the usual dyads or binaries we have become so accustomed to: “Okay, if you
are not feeling well and dejected, you must be depressed. Is your blood-pressure
alright?”). To that end their causal—trigger—role is underscored and, as it were,
moved out of the way just when non-intelligent energies begin to move and swamp
the agent’s psychic, neurological and physiological constitution. It is hard to see
how numbness could possibly embed a belief state, except perhaps in some dormant
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or distorted sense. Disbelief might be reported, as it often is, but this is mistakenly
translated or interpreted by certain cognitivists as belief-contrary states that persist
as constituent of grief. “Proposition makes way for affect to do its work” might
indeed be a more apt adage.

Following Freud, Julia Kristeva brings out something of this in commenting on
the difference between melancholy and mourning, thus:

If temporary sadness of mourning on the one hand, and melancholy stupor on the other are
clinically and nosologically different, they are nevertheless supported by intolerance for object
loss and the signifier’s failure to insure a compensating way out of the states of withdrawal in
which the subject takes refuge to the point of inaction (pretending to be dead) or even suicide.
(1989: 10)

The concealed aggressiveness or anger toward the lost object, revealing the
ambivalence with respect to the object of mourning —it rejects, dejects, becomes
nothing and in becoming nothing engenders a descent into the wasteland of pathos
anguish, violence—these feelings are not reducible to primary intellectual determi-
nants. They are not perceptions or even on a par with perceptions, but rather like
drives and desire with which these are metonymically connected as the dis-satisfying
conditions; they are better understood as being part of affect rather than read pro-
positionally or rationally. One can do something rationally about weakening of
will—correct it or prop it up again, use a walking stick—but that is not invariably
available for even mildly depressive states. Imagine a gunshot received by the agent:
this will evoke a startling response—a sudden jerk of the body. Amplification of the
immediacy of the discrete affects evoked in an encounter with the death of loved
one is felt across the body by means of correlated sets of facial-muscle, blood-flow,
visceral, respiratory, vocal, and skeletal responses. The immediate behavioral
response is also imprinted with this analogue.

Virginia Demos and Samuel Kaplan comment, rightly I believe: “The biological
importance of this amplifying function of affect is to make the organism care about
quite different kinds of events in different ways’ (1986). The affective resonance in
similarly presented stimuli (e.g. memory and items of the object lost around the
house) evokes more of the same affect in a feedback loop. Affective resonance is a
prominent element in empathy, what Hume called sympathy (the arousal of similar
emotive states in one observing signs of sadness or sorrow in another), and what in
Buddhism is refined as compassion. In grief, the structuration is expanded somewhat
diffusedly to encompass a sense of loss (the feeling of shock and horror) with belief
contrary or the cognitive trigger, to constitute a rite of reciprocation: an offering, an
exchange, a gift, so that the pain of the severance of the agent from the love object is
felt, acknowledged and fully experienced while also letting go of the love object in
the recognition that its return is impossible, that the loss is forever, and that time
which trundles along indiscriminately will both remind one and cover over the dread-
ful effect. That sort of wisdom underpins the rites and ceremonies. A baby cow-seal
sheds a tear when its mother is suddenly trapped and snatched away by New Guinean
sea-hunters for their next communal meal. Of course, this is a built-in biological or
mammalian code-response in animate creatures as a survival-evolutionary strategy;
but it is also an emotional experience, an affect, where its expression comes with



170 P. Bilimoria

certain signifiers, cognitive, bodily, physiological, and unconscious (manifest, at
least in us, in dreams and aggressiveness and depression).

A ‘soul to soul’ eulogy for a couple’s 3.5 old son, offered at the funeral by
Tinara Benson, brings together some of the elements of grief in a more positive and
sagacious light:

Grief lets us know that we are alive, that we are human, that we have loved. There is an
eternal river made up of all the tears that have ever been shed through all the ages. All the
grieving mothers and fathers, children, spouses, lovers and friends have all in their time
contributed their tears to this river. All of us in our own time are called upon to add our
tears to this river. None of us is exempt. It’s not fair, and we don’t have to like it or want it.
What we can do is hope for the grace to add our tears willingly. That when it is our turn
and we are called to grief, that we have the courage, the faith, and the support, to stay open
to the pain, open to the loss, open to the love, and even grateful for the ability to feel it all
(personal communication; cf. Masel 2011; Leonard 2010).

This, it seems, is only part of the story of the enigma, and it embellishes more
than clinches anything very novel in the stories we do have in philosophical litera-
ture. There is neither any sort of spiritual or philosophical epiphany at the end of this
questful inquiry and journey. Philosophers, too, are not immune from the need for
therapy at some point or other in their social or worldly life—it catches up with us
all. As Socrates reminded Celebes (in Phaedo 61), even the wisest are moved to
grieve, but philosophers seem less troubled at the prospect of facing their own dying
and death if they ‘apply themselves in the right way to philosophy’, whatever that
might be. Then only and truly can one proclaim, ‘There shall be no mourning’,
again, as Lyotard reminded his audience in anticipation of his death, and as Derrida
en-acted out this self deconstructing affect (akin to the Bodhisattva’s no-self statis,
as he, I believe, saw it) when he too passed beyond by disallowing the social-collegial
(not to say, the State-sponsored, as in Sartre’s case) final performative of public
mourning. (At least he gestured toward that, for mourning was, silently, rather
widespread; see Taylor in NY Times 2004). I have not withheld myself in that way
because of the different cultural ambience and because of the phenomenological
angst toward fathoming the shock, tear- and fear-fully.

Unconcluding Remarks

This paper, as should be obvious, was evoked by an incident in my personal life
for which I was least prepared. As a philosopher I had hardly given any thought
to this particular emotional state even while I was writing on the more exotic and
aesthetic, if not somewhat less troublesome, plethora of recognized emotions
and feelings known in the Indian tradition with Renuka Sharma, whose seminal
work on empathy I much admired and learnt from. For this I would also often
engage in conversations with Robert (Bob) Solomon, who had a particular interest
in cross-cultural critique of the passions and emotions, even as he wrote in the area
largely from his more familiar ground of Western philosophy and psychology. But
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being (as irrepressibly experienced by most dear ones) archetypically a thinking,
conceptual, intellectual ‘t-wit’, I entirely lacked any empathic understanding at
the subtler level of feeling-states (i.e. paradigmatically emotionally) of what it
would be like to be, as it were, struck like a lighting bolt unawares by the more
enigmatic of what otherwise is seen as a “negative” emotion, or a hard one at least.
Philosophical literature disappointingly yielded very little to go by, especially in
the analytical tradition, which perhaps suggests that philosophers don’t always
think about everything that may be of significance, or as deeply and unprejudicially
as would be their calling toward such troubling human predicaments. I had to turn
to psychology, psychoanalysis and cross-cultural anthropology, not to speak of
poetry and certain mystical and spiritual writings as well.

In the space I allowed myself for this paper, I have done little more than present
vignettes of different perspectives and reflections that have emerged across the
board. Of course there is a considerable amount of literature in the therapeutic and
healing-hand areas, but apart from their phenomenological and often anecdotal
value, it proved too difficult to extract a decent and consistent theoretical hermeneu-
tic from this area. The field is still fraught with uncertainties and mysteries yet to be
fathomed.

Once again I was guided by the insights of Bob Solomon. However, Solomon
continued to look at all emotions from within the framework he had established
and was comfortable working within, namely the pure cognitive model—from
which he nevertheless got to affect, while my thinking went from affect to the cogni-
tive, and back. (Hence the sub-adage in the title: ‘Thinking back to Robert Solomon’.)
Of course, Solomon toned down the excessive requirements of the cognitive model
in which belief and evaluative judgment, along with intentionality, would play a
defining role, and he did not see grief in the same way as the other greater advocate
of the propositional character of grief, namely Martha Nussbaum. Instead, Solomon
chose to emphasize the quasi-Kantian obligatoriness of grief. But this too may be a
perspective from within the Western culture, informed by quasi-Enlightenment
philosophy (despite his own Nietzschean predilections). Again, this began to sound
rather too categorical, for taking on something as one’s (surprisingly sudden) duty
requires an element of calculative thought and deliberations about utility, conse-
quences, the force of the authority, even the rights of the subject toward whom the
emotion is directed.

As Hamlet’s father’s ghost pointed out, it is unbecoming for someone to feel
empathy and grieving for another to be a mere obligatory act, though obligation
might apply to certain forms of public mourning, as I explain. The evidence from
the ground, as it were, discloses a process much more impromptu, and even to an
extent spontaneous, in its response, unself-consciously proceeding without much
awareness or sign of it being a cognitive act, or even that it is as clearly intentional.
I veer towards alternative theories that underscore “unthinking energetics” of feeling-
states, that accord a minimalist intellectual content and allow the analogues from
experiences of the aesthetic and erotic sublimes to find commonalities here. In con-
structing this argument to the best explanation I found myself drawing liberally from
psychoanalysis, feminist continental thinkers, and Indian philosophy of aesthetics.



172 P. Bilimoria

And yet as  moved contingently towards the end of this inquiry, I could only confess
that much conceptual work still remains to be done on grief, and to a lesser extent
on mourning.

Syllogistic sitra for a requiem®

Love of Life
Death of Love
Life in Death

— (San Anselmo, CA/Venus Bay, Vic., May-July 2011)’
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Chapter 13
The Lost Art of Sadness

Padmasiri de Silva

Abstract The dominant psychiatric traditions have failed to clearly comprehend
that ‘sadness’ is a basic facet of the human predicament and not a clinical disorder.
It is true that grief and mourning are often grave departures from routine life, but it
is not a morbid condition and there is no need to hand over the mourner for medical
treatment. In grief counseling some of the richer facets of grief are seen: grief being
a time for deep reflection on issues of the meaning of life and for commemorating
the contributions of the lost one and make one’s love alive. Moving out of the con-
ceptual and scientific issues concerning ‘depression’ and ‘sadness’, this study moves
into the practical concerns of managing sadness and grief. The author’s own contri-
butions to grief management using Buddhist resources and the mindfulness-based
emotion focused therapy are presented in detail. The study also refers to the current
revolution in emotions studies and presents a close look at the emotion profile of
‘sadness’.

Sadness is an inherent part of the human condition, not a mental disorder. Thus to confront
psychiatry’s invalid definition of depressive disorder is also to consider a painful but an
important part of our humanity that we have tended to shunt aside in the modern medical-
ization of human problems. As science allows us to gain more control over our emotional
states, we will inevitably confront the question of whether normal intense sadness has any
redeeming features or should be banished from our lives. Such a momentous scientific and
moral issue should not be spuriously resolved by using a semantic confusion in the DSM
that mistakenly places states of intense sadness under the medical category of disorder. We
can only adequately confront the complex and important concerns involved if we clearly
differentiate normal sadness from mental disorder (Horowitz and Wakefield 2007: 225).

Although grief involves grave departures from the normal attitude to life, it never occurs to
us to regard it as a morbid condition and hand the mourner over to medical treatment. We
are rest assured that after a lapse of time it will be overcome, and we regard any interference
with it as inadvisable or even harmful (Freud 1957: 164—165)
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It is...on account of the griever’s refocus on the whole of life of the diseased, that grieving
tends, to be a time for reflection. While commentators often note that grief is associated
with social withdrawal or depression, they rarely discuss its reflective tone. But people in
grief regularly experience a very reflective time,...in thought about the deceased, about the
meaning of life and death, about the passage of time (McCracken 2005: 145).

The expression of grief due to the contraction of the grief muscles, is by no means confined
to Europeans, but appears to be common to all races of mankind (Darwin 1998: 185).

Introduction

This study is basically focused on what may be called the ‘lost art of sadness’ and
the importance of grief and its positive, reflective, and dedicatory qualities that lead
to a process of self-healing. Freud in examining the nature of grief in his reflections
on ‘mourning’ differentiates it from melancholia and clearly rules out the claim that
mourning is a medical disorder. Even in the case of melancholia, Freud at times sees
this experience as common to all humanity, but following the analysis of Horowitz
and Wakefield, (Horowitz and Wakefield for short) we can see conceptual clarity in
the statement that “Sadness is an inherent part of the human condition, not a mental
disorder” (Horowitz and Wakefield 2007: 225).

While one strand of melancholia is depression, the other strand contained in
Burton’s anatomy of melancholy may be described as ‘existential angst’. Burton
described ‘depression’ as of “deep reach, excellent apprehension, judicious, wise
and witty” (Burton 1927: 277). Depression has two faces, one, a clinical disorder,
and the other face described by Michael Ignatieff as more ““a discourse to be understood
than a pathology to be corrected,” which according to him is “a paradigm lost” (1987).
During the development of psychology and psychiatry as empirical sciences, this
perspective appears as a lost paradigm, though it has an ideal home in existentialist
thought (see de Silva 2007a, 2008b). The existential therapy of Irvin D. Yalom is a
more sophisticated revival of this perspective, backed with a great number of clinical
studies (Yalom 1980). In looking at issues of meaning and death, he integrates the
voices of Dostoevsky, Tolstoy, Kafka and Camus. It appears to me that this ‘second
face’ of melancholy has entered the field of contemporary psychiatry through
Yalom’s classic and excellent study, Existential Psychotherapy. The interface
between Buddhism and existentialism has been discussed in my Explorers of Inner
Space (de Silva 2007a, b).

I shall present a perspective from the Buddhist encounter with ‘grief, lamentation
and distress,” which provided sustenance to my own journey through grief and sadness
(de Silva 2008a, b: 82-98). The mishandling of sadness, and sadness become
‘malignant sadness’ may lead to depression (Wolpert 1999). The management of
grief and sadness is a basic theme of this study. Secondly, while sadness is a visible
front of suffering, there lurks an invisible and unarticulated silent form of suffering
described as ‘ennui’ or boredom, which illuminates the path of what I call ‘pedestrian
depression,” different from clinical depression. Like sadness, boredom is a neglected
emotion and its logic illuminates the Buddhist analysis of suffering (dukkha).
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Another very crucial concern here is to address not merely the conceptual issues
about sadness, but the practical need for the management of sadness in the light of
current Western therapeutic traditions, and even more important, Western therapeutic
traditions which have integrated mindfulness techniques. Alternative therapeutic
orientations are not very much explored in the Horowitz and Wakefield study. But
therapeutic perspectives often reveal their underlying attitudes toward sadness, and
these also include perspectives across cultures.

My own therapeutic orientation, which I used in counseling, may be described as
mindfulness-based emotion focused therapy. While gaining much from the cele-
brated work of Leslie Greenberg in developing emotion-focused therapy, I have also
integrated the use of mindfulness practice into therapy. This perspective emerged
initially in my personal journey through grief and sadness but developed through a
professional practice of counseling for many years (de Silva 2010).

If we are to understand depression then we need to understand emotion, for depression is,
I believe, sadness that has become pathological...depression is a disorder of emotion
(Wolpert 1999: 74).

The Pervasiveness of Human Suffering

Three important emotions and their significance have been submerged by the over-
powering preoccupation with ‘depression’ as a clinical disorder during contemporary
times: these emotions are sadness, melancholy (as existential angst) and boredom.
These emotions are part and parcel of normal suffering (dukkha), and understanding
them with insight and wisdom may paradoxically result in a new sense of awaken-
ing in the individual. This is the central message of the present study.

Freud showed real profundity when he stated that the aim of psychoanalysis was to replace
neurotic unhappiness by normal unhappiness. A psychiatry based on a purely hedonistic
ethics, a psychiatry that does not recognize that periods of anxiety and periods of melancholy
are a necessary part of every human life, such a psychiatry will be no more than a superficial
affair. Our task is not merely to relieve but to interpret (Drury 1973: 22).

Drury, writing on the danger of words, is critical of the current medicalisation of
the word ‘depression,” and this comment sums up the Buddhist perspective on the
normality of human suffering (dukkha), which is the first noble truth. Similar senti-
ments have been expressed within some contemporary therapeutic traditions:

Some mental health problems are pathological in the traditional sense. But short of giving
nearly every citizen one or more syndromal labels, no amount of progress in the area of
psychological disease will remove our need to explain and address the pervasiveness of
human suffering. Most humans are hurting—just some more than others. It is, in effect
normal to be abnormal (Hayes et al. 1999: 6).

Hayes and his colleagues also observe that this assumption of destructive nor-
mality is held by many religious traditions both east and west—that human suffering
is the normal state of affairs. It has also been observed that there are many forms of
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psychological disorders that do not constitute ‘clinical disorders’—loneliness,
alienation, boredom, meaninglessness, low self-esteem, existential angst, and pain
associated with such issues as sexism, bullying, domestic violence and divorce.
Some of the people who go through these ailments add an extra load of suffering by
repression, denial and deception.

But there is a kind of paradox, which is that once you look at sadness, loneliness
and alienation with a different stance, and see them as ‘normal suffering’, they cease
to be suffering—but become a fresh path of awakening. This perspective also
implies that normal people will gain by counseling. Most of my clients were close
to normal life. In fact, I have referred to my therapy as “the magic of the ordinary”
and the “elegance of small things” (de Silva 2008a, b). The therapeutic exercises are
woven around simple routines in daily life. The real magic is in the focus on the
moment-to-moment flow of life, where like ants we build all the qualities of indus-
triousness, diligence, vigilance and compassion to oneself and others.

I am always struck by these words of Sigmund Freud when he claimed neither to
be a prophet nor a saint, but said that he aimed at transforming “hysterical misery
into common unhappiness’” (Freud and Breuer 1895: 305). During the time of the
Buddha there was no clinical concept of abnormality but he saw that a whole culture
may be driven by craving, addictions, self-indulgence and reactive behaviour, ranging
from anger to aggression. In fact, in the present article, I shall illustrate how different
forms of boredom sway through the working life of people. That it is necessary
to review the distinction between our concepts of normality and abnormality with
reference to mental health; that many people are subject to forms of suffering that
do not constitute ‘clinical disorders,” such as loneliness, boredom, meaninglessness
and existential angst and the increasing number of people subject to depression and
suicide: these facts have been highlighted by the emerging therapeutic tradition of
action commitment therapy (ACT) (Harris 2006).

Mourning and Melancholy

Freud’s essay “Mourning and Melancholia” is a brilliant piece of work embedded
with many insights, but as Jennifer Radden says, in spite of its brilliance it has a
kind of opaqueness and ambiguity. This ambiguity is partly due to the fact that there
are number of strands of thinking in this study. Reading through it is more like trying
to figure out threads of meaning in a complex poem. But it is perhaps the earliest
study in the literature of psychiatry, developing on the valuable studies by Karl
Abraham, that focuses on the importance of understanding grief and sadness as
different from clinical depression.

According to Radden, there is an interesting tension in Freud, between the notion
that on the one hand, melancholic propensities are rare and pathological, and on the
other hand, that they are common, and even a part of the human condition. The
notion of considering melancholy as a universal condition is something that Freud
owes to a tradition of writing exemplified in Burton’s Anatomy of Melancholy



13 The Lost Art of Sadness 179

(Burton 1927). Radden considers that melancholy was also associated with genius,
creative energy and exalted moods. While there was a central link between grief and
melancholia, the tendency to associate melancholia with the human condition is
found in Freud’s passage extending melancholia beyond loss by death to include
“all those situations of being wounded, hurt, neglected, out of favour, or disappointed,
which can import opposite feelings of love and hate into their relationship or reinforce
an existing ambivalence” (Freud 1957: 161).

While these different strands of thinking embedded in Freud’s thinking on melan-
cholia are interesting, Horowitz and Wakefield say that Freud made a clear distinction
between normal grief and melancholia. Commenting on the previously cited passage
from Freud, Horowitz and Wakefield say, “He asserted that symptoms associated with
mourning are intense and are ‘grave departures from the normal’ in the sense that
grief is greatly different from usual functioning. Nevertheless, grief is not a ‘morbid
condition’: it is not a medical condition that represents the breakdown of a biologically
normal process. Thus it does not require medical treatment.” (Horowitz and Wakefield
2007: 74). Horowitz and Wakefield also observe that grief is a self-healing process and
that the mourner will return to a normal psychological state. Both mourning and melan-
cholia are states of profound dejection, loss of interest in the outside world, and an
inability to enjoy pleasures. But leaving out such symptoms, mourning is a normal
reaction to loss, while melancholia is a pathological state. It has also to be mentioned
that Feud shifted from a somatogenic explanation of mental health issues to a psycho-
genic account. Starting his profession as a neurologist, he was a pioneer in moving to a
psychogenic explanation of mental sickness.

Depression and Boredom

‘Boredom’ is described under several terms: anguish, ennui, tedium, doldrums,
humdrum, apathy, listlessness. As Otto Fenichel has shown, boredom emerges in
leading a normal life that is normatively constrained. Fenichel described ‘boredom’
in this axiom: “when we have to do what we do not want to do or not do what we
want to do” (Fenichel 1951: 359) He considers boredom as characterized by an urge
to activity, accompanied by an inhibition of the activity. The work on ‘boredom’ has
been mainly in the area of education.

Erich Fromm, who during the later part of his life had some interesting corre-
spondence with the German monk Venerable Nyanaponika in Sri Lanka, offers
some interesting insights on the relevance of Buddhism to what he calls “la malaise
du siecle”. In the Art of Listening (posthumous publication) he describes this
malady: “No symptoms at all, but feeling unhappy, strange, not even sleeplessness,
life has no meaning, no zest for life, a feeling of vague malaise” (Fromm 1994: 67).
He says that the misery which is experienced by many people lies to a large extent
not in the fact that they are sick but rather that they are separated from everything
that is interesting and beautiful in life. They sit and fret about their problems, their
sins, their mistakes, their symptoms. They say, “I am depressed”. Fromm says that
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instead of concentrating on their problems, they need an increasing enlargement and
intensification of their interest in life.

Fromm considers ‘boredom’ as the sickness of our times, and it is strange that there
has not been any useful study on boredom and depression in the context of therapy.
Fromm refers to the analysis of the whole character of the person rather than his
symptoms, and describes such a study as ‘character analysis’. He says that the style
of neurosis varies with the change of cultural patterns. After completing the
therapeutic perspectives on sadness, I shall explore issues pertaining to managing
boredom.

The Emotion Profile of Sadness & Working with Emotions

Solomon says, “But that trauma is not the whole of grief. The other side of grief, its
precondition is love. Thus I want to argue that grief is not only bemoaning the loss.
Grief is also a way of keeping the love alive” (Solomon 2007: 74-78). He also says
that there is a commemoration factor in grief. People dedicate novels, name build-
ings, create fellowships and so on. Solomon also observes that grief is not a single
emotion as such. Kubler-Ross describes a whole enriching process going through
denial, anger, distraction, guilt and sorrow. Thus profound grief gets refined by
going through this process. Looking at the Maori rituals, Solomon considers grief
not just as an interruption of life but as a continuation of the rhythms of life.

My focus is basically on the management of emotions—emotion focused therapy
(EFT). The best exponent of EFT is its pioneer Leslie Greenberg.

Thus promoting emotional processing in cognitive approaches, arousal of fear by imagina-
tive stimulation in behavioural approaches, emotional insight in psychodynamic approaches,
increased depth of experience in experiential approaches and communication of feeling in
interactional approaches are all aspects of working with emotion that are seen as important
within each perspective (Greenberg and Paivio 2003: 1).

All these approaches are important in looking at the management of sadness.
I have shown in a paper presented at a Mahidol University conference on Buddhism
and science the basic resemblances and differences between the EFT of Greenberg
and my own version of Mindfulness-Based EFT (de Silva 2011, in press). The new
revolution in emotion studies has integrated the affective, cognitive, motivational
and the attentional dimensions of emotions. A full-blown emotion has all these
facets including the physiological aspect of emotion. The Buddhist guide to mind-
fulness practice known as the Satipatthana integrates all these facets: the body,
feelings, perceptions, thoughts, thought patterns and phenomena (both physical and
psychological) and the underlying technique is the use of mindfulness/attention
(sati).

In dealing with sadness, we start with the calming of the body; then we look at
the emergence of feelings of pleasure, pain and neutral—if we ‘put our breaks’ here,
painful feelings would not develop into sadness or anger; the focus on thoughts
and thought patterns deals with what cognitive therapist call the ‘autopilot’,
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breaking through automatic and conditioned thought processes. We also look at the
meaning-giving dimension of cognition, which helps us to differentiate sadness
from its close neighbours, as well as emotion clusters, like the entry of anger into
sadness. It is an extremely fascinating bit of lab work, looking at the chemistry of
these basic emotions.

In primary sadness there is the experience of parting and separation, loss, the
feeling of being left out of attachments, and difficulties in communication.
Communication is a very important facet of ‘sadness,” and inhibition of genuine
communication can be damaging. Apart from the loss of a loved one, shattered
hopes, loss of job, and getting uprooted from patterns of comfortable living, as we
witness in the context of recent natural disasters, are the many contexts for sadness.
In secondary sadness, it is more complex with feelings of being hurt, grief—feelings
of being damaged, wounded, ignored, unrecognized, rejected (Greenberg and Paivio
2003: 163). Basically, the distress centers on an irrevocable loss, and there is an
emotional need for sympathy and understanding. Collapsing into tears and feeling
hopeless is natural, but the most important therapeutic step is acceptance.

The goal in mindfulness therapy is to help the patient relate to his emotional life, and all of
his experience, in a different way. It is not an attempt to eliminate sadness, worry, or anxiety,
but to help the patient see things in a different light when they do arise. Thoughts and
feelings are not in our control, but come and go on their own (Bien 2006: 69).

1. In Greenberg’s EFT awareness and acceptance is the starting point. The therapist
“works with the client to help the client approach, tolerate and regulate, as well
as accept their emotions” (Greenberg 2010: 22).

2. Emotional expression: The client must also be in live contact with their emo-
tions, and thus develop effective exposure to previously avoided feelings. While
arousal and tolerance of emotions in necessary, optimum emotional processing
involves the integration of cognition and affect.

3. Emotion Regulation. When emotions such as sadness, fear, shame and power-
lessness, overwhelm people, there is a need to help people regulate their emo-
tions by getting them some ‘distance’ from them. Any attempt to regulate
emotions by preventing themselves from feeling the disturbing emotions—with-
drawing, avoiding, using distraction strategies, transforming emotions by psy-
chosomatic complaints or seeking stimulus enjoyment to drown them—are all
counterproductive. In Buddhist practice, loosening the personal identification
and seeing sadness as an impersonal process that emerges, stays for a while and
passes away is recommended.

In fact, at this point Greenberg integrates mindfulness practice into EFT. Important
means of regulating emotion include regulating breathing and mindfulness—the
non-judgmental observation and description of one’s emotional states. Naming and
labeling are techniques used in mindfulness practice. Basic emotion regulation
skills include naming the emotion, describing the emotion in one’s body, clarifying
the event that evoked the emotion, and understanding one’s interpretation of the
situation and the actions prompted by the emotion (Greenberg 2008: 206).
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4. Reflection on emotional experience at the level of deep experience is
recommended.

5. Transformation of one emotion by another is the final method, quoting Spinoza,
“an emotion cannot be restrained nor removed by another emotion unless by an
opposed and stronger emotion” (Spinoza 1963: 195).

Buddhist Pathways for Managing Negative Emotions

1. The Method of Restraint takes a preventive stand instead of damage control. The
ability to ‘step back’ and make a choice is a mature achievement in emotion
management. This is useful in the case of emotions such as anger and lust, where
the motivational roots are important and one can be aware of emotional triggers
without any reactivity. Restraint would be useful in trying to handle one’s sadness
in a thoughtful manner. But in the case of sadness, especially grief at the loss of
a loved one, there is no choice; it just comes like an avalanche.

2. The Method of Remedying. The reference to Spinoza reminds one of the method
of antidotes in remedying a negative state. The four divine states of loving
kindness, compassion, altruistic joy and equanimity are crucial and presented as
antidotes for sadness. Loving kindness first begins by directing it towards one
self and then reaching others, from the lost one, and others in the family, and
towards a more universal feeling with other beings. The ability to embrace all
parts of oneself without guilt and self-hurt and the ability to connect with others
helps one to break through feelings of separateness and egocentric concerns.
While compassion and generosity may be practiced in our daily life, they also
amount to a meditative state with positive therapeutic value. Equanimity balances
love and compassion by bringing in balance and realism, as well as a sense of
acceptance of the tragic as part and parcel of the nature of things.

3. Transforming negative emotions instead of demonizing them is a technique in
which grief may be converted into patience, resilience, a sense of realism, forgive-
ness, courage and so on. This is what Carl Jung described as emotional alchemy,
converting brass into gold. Venerable Nyanaponika observes that one should not
throw away negative emotions, and he quotes from The Little Locksmith: “If you
throw away a thing it is gone. Where you had something you have nothing. Your
hands are empty, they have nothing to work on. Whereas almost all those things
that you throw away, are capable of being worked over by a little magic into just
the opposite of what they were” (Nyanaponika 1986a: 55).

4. Liberation from an emotion by insight. Here one can use the componential theory
of emotions, where emotions are seen as constructions out of bodily sensations,
feelings and thought patterns, and if you have a hard look at them gradually you
see them emerging and passing away, and with a hard look they appear empty
and evaporate. Here the notion of impermanence is applied to these “seemingly
rock-like phenomena”.
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5. Dedication Through Gratitude (Katannu Kataveti). Solomon refers to the
reflective and dedicatory qualities of grief, where you bring to your mind the
good things by the person whom you have lost. The things you do on behalf of
those whom you have lost, especially in the case of parents, are not considered
as duties in the Kantian sense; they emerge in the context of reciprocity, what
parents do for children and what children do for parents, especially in the con-
text of aging followed by death. Gratitude, generosity practiced in the name of
the lost one, and compassion work together and are woven into rituals in Buddhist
practice in Thailand and Sri Lanka

6. Living a good life is considered as the best way of respecting those who have
departed. A moral life with openness, candour and vibrancy brings trust and
confidence in one’s own life.

I have not given a narrative of my personal journey through life (de Silva 2008a, b:
82-98), but all these methods cited above have been integrated into my own journey
through grief, crisis, sadness, distress, enabling me to come back strong, inspired,
positive and with confidence and trust in my own self. Such a process of rejuvenation
is possible for people in grief and crisis. This turning point took me to professional
counselling, which became a mission in my life.

In addition to emotion-focused therapy, I have also been integrating recent work
on cultivating emotional balance (CEB) into my research and writing (Wallace
2007; de Silva 2010). One’s experience of sadness has to strike a balance between a
‘deficit’ and ‘hyperactivity.” If a person displays the necessary energy by way of
motivation, sees things clearly and handles issues of meaning at the cognitive level,
feels without any deadness or passivity on the affective level, and maintains a good
attentional level, there is no deficit. If a person gets agitated by grief due to the
addition of anger, shame and fury, there is hyperactivity. If the way that the person
handles his grief leads to more suffering and confusion, his response to grief is
dysfunctional. This is a very brief summary of grief in the context of cultivating
emotional balance.

Buddhism and Depression: Anthropological Studies

Horowitz and Wakefield’s study indicates that some anthropologists appear to deny
the standing of depression as a universal category across cultures. The Sri Lankan
anthropologist Gananath Obeysekera claims that the Sri Lankans view symptoms of
hopelessness, meaninglessness and sorrow as a culturally conditioned philosophy
of life and not an illness:

How is the western diagnostic term “depression’ expressed in a society whose predominant
ideology of Buddhism states that life is suffering and sorrow, that the cause of sorrow is
attachment or craving, that there is a way (generally through meditation) of understanding
and overcoming sorrow (Obeyesekera 1985: 13).
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Horowitz and Wakefield maintain that here Obeyesekera is clearly talking about
normal sadness, and he does not in this context discuss cases of chronic depression,
which might be described as a clinical disorder (2007: 197). Catherine Lutz’s cele-
brated study of the Ifaluk culture contains similar observations on the genius of this
culture in managing sadness through grief and loss. The term ‘fago’ in this culture
covers the emotions of compassion, love and sadness: “Fago speaks of the sense that
life is fragile, that connections to others are both precious and liable to severance
through death and travel, that love may equal loss” (Lutz 1995: 235). While accept-
ing the great value of this study, Horowitz and Wakefield comment:

Lutz provides an excellent description of normal sadness among the Ifaluk. Her critique
ought to focus on the overexpansive definition of depressive disorders in Western psychiatry,
which might mistakenly classify these responses as dysfunctions (2007: 198).

As far as my analysis is concerned, independent of the question about the univer-
sality of depression as a clinical disorder, Lutz’s groundbreaking anthropological
study illuminates the power of cultural meaning systems to absorb what I call the
lost art of sadness. The same may be true of Sri Lanka, though modernization and
social changes have added new variables to the issues of suffering, sadness and
depression.

In fact, the tradition of mindfulness-based cognitive therapy for depression
developed by Segal et al. (2002) and Williams et al. (2007) is not cited in the
Horowitz and Wakefield study. Using the mindfulness approach to therapy, which
emerged on Asian soils and was transferred to the west—does it make any differ-
ence to managing depression? The approach of Segal and his colleagues differed
from Aaron Beck’s earlier approach to depression in not disputing and analyzing
negative thoughts, but rather “holding thoughts and feelings in awareness rather
than trying to change them” (Segal et al. 2002: 6). It is an innovative eight-session
program, using the objective scientific study format for validation. Horowitz and
Wakefield were looking at depression as a clinical disorder, especially depression
relapses, focused on guilt, remorse and negative self-critical thinking, but Segal,
Williams and Teasdale were attempting to restore mindfulness in routine life, as far
as possible. While some, like Morgan (2005: 133), have used a technique which is
more phenomenological and subjective, their focus is on clinical depression. Thus
to explore our main theme, the restoration of the need to understand the logic of
sadness, we need to go to mindfulness-based grief counseling (de Silva 2008a, b:
82-98; Kumar 2005).

There is no doubt that the Horowitz and Wakefield study is a groundbreaking
contribution to the restoration of the loss of sadness. But a further interesting issue
is the extent to which these studies of depression, both in the objective scientific
tradition and also in the experiential tradition with a phenomenological import,
throw new light on the medical category of depressive disorder. There is some
attempt, like that of Zeig (2008: 31), not to reify ‘depression’ as a ‘thing,” but to see
it as a construction made of a number of components, and as a process. And this
approach perhaps helps us to understand that depression is mishandled sadness, or
sadness become pathological (Wolpert 1999).
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Concluding these thoughts on the anthropological studies and mindfulness-based
counselling, what could be said with some certainty is that the Horowitz and
Wakefield study has clearly established the status of ‘sadness’ as what Paul Ekman
described as a basic emotion, as well as its difference from depression as a clinical
disorder. As Ekman says, understanding the logic of sadness and its different variet-
ies helps us to understand the nature of clinical depression:

If sadness dominates depression, we speak of retarded depression; if agony is more promi-
nent, it is an agitated depression. People who are depressed not only feel helpless to change
their lives, they feel hopeless. They do not believe it will ever get better. In addition to sad-
ness and agony, guilt and shame are strongly felt, for depressed people feel they are worth-
less...anger directed inward or out, and fear are often manifest (Ekman 2003: 93).

Boredom

Boredom has a profile of its own and if you understand boredom well, that is one
dimension along which you may not merely manage sadness but find positive path-
ways to overcome it. As Cheshire Calhoun says, issues of value and meaning are
important in understanding boredom, as value constraints play a crucial role in
boredom (Calhoun 2011). Boredom may also be described as an attentional crisis.

Boredom as an Attentional Crisis

To realize that boredom does not come from the object of attention but rather from the qual-
ity of attention is truly a transforming insight. Frits Pearls, one of those who brought Gestalt
therapy to America, said, “Boredom is lack of attention”. Understanding this reality brings
profound changes in our lives (Goldstein 1993: 80).

If you have an ability to be immensely interested in something that is exhilarating
and beautiful in life, there is no room for the infiltration of boredom into your mind.
Whatever the object, it is the subjective state of exhilaration that is within you that
is important— it may be music, art, gardening, cooking or reading. One dimension
along which one may manage sadness is to have an increasing enlargement and
intensification of interest in life. There have to be values and goals that energize
one’s life, and a dear one that one has lost may be considered as a source of inspiration.
In my personal journey through grief, I found these words of Tolstoy very inspiring:
“Only people who are capable of loving strongly can suffer great sorrow, but
this same necessity of loving serves to counteract their grief and heals them”
(cited in Worden 2001: xi).

The boredom associated with sadness may be compared with another form of
boredom, just to see its special nature. There is a kind of boredom which emerges
out of the manic quality of life with all its “time-compression effect”: increased



186 P. de Silva

stress at work, sleep deprivation, burn out and workaholism. Alan Wallace in
developing the concept of cultivating emotional balance says:

An attentional deficit is characterized by the inability to focus on a chosen object. The mind
becomes withdrawn and disengaged even from its own internal processes. Attentional
hyperactivity occurs when the mind is extensively aroused, resulting in compulsive distraction
and fragmentation. And attention is dysfunctional when we focus on things in afflictive
ways, not conducive to our own or others’ well-being (Wallace 2007: 8).In contrast, people
who are genuinely immersed in whatever they do, and motivated by intrinsic rewards enjoy
the experience.

Whatever the type of boredom, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, who is an expert on the
psychology of the ‘flow’ experience, says that those who enjoy life and work have
curiosity and interest in life, persistence and low-self-centredness, and are attracted
by intrinsic rewards (Csikszentmihalyi 1990). Boredom is a window onto the properties
of time, and novel, creative and meaningful ways of spending time is the answer.
To understand the boredom that comes with loss and grief, we need to see it in terms
of an attentional crisis.

Emotional Integrity & Spirituality

Emotional integrity is essential to the good life, fully embracing our being for others as well
as our need to live in accordance with our (and others’) values (Solomon 2007: 268).

Following this trend of thought on emotional integrity, Solomon says that whatever
is the nature of different spiritual traditions, the real valuable spiritual tradition inte-
grates the whole discourse on the rhythms of our emotional life as a central concern
and brings thought, reflection and wisdom to their fold. It is in the spirit of these
reflections of Solomon that I have devoted a great part of my life looking at the rhythms
of our emotional life within fold of the Buddhist culture, in which I have grown
through crisis, anxiety, sadness, and passivity and emerged strong, confident and a
with tremendous sense of contentment (de Silva 2008a, b). There was also catharsis,
rejuvenation, insights and the expansion of gratitude flowering in the divine states of
metta (loving kindness), karuna (compassion), mudita (altruistic joy) and equanimity
and emotional balance (upekkha). As Martha Nussbaum says,

...an education in common human weakness and vulnerability should be a profound part of
the education of children. Children should learn to be tragic spectators and to understand
with subtlety and responsiveness the predicament to which human life is prone. Through
stories and drama, they should learn to decode the suffering of others, and this decoding
should deliberately lead them into both lives both near and far, including the lives of distant
humans and the lives of animals (Nussbaum 2003: 24).

The Story of Kisa Gotami and the Mustard seed is a kind of ‘dramatalogical’
model of Buddhist reflections on the theme of grief and death, often presented to
children in Sunday school. Kisa Gotami was completely struck by the tragic when
she lost her infant child, and she went all over the village to find some medicine to
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bring the child back to life. Having completely failed in this mission, she listened to
a person who said the Buddha may be able to help her. Gladdened by this possibility,
she met the Buddha when he was giving a sermon. The Buddha, excusing her for the
disturbance, said that he could help her — but she must first bring a mustard seed
from a family that has not heard of a death of anyone close to them or their relatives.
She went through the whole village but could not find the kind of mustard seed the
Buddha wanted. By the time she came back to the Buddha the insight was growing
within her to look at her predicament with a sense of realism and equanimity. After
listening to a sermon of the Buddha, she was well settled on the path to liberation.
Though she could not bring the infant child back to life, there was a profound
process of healing within her. She also became skillful in cultivating emotional
balance. This is a beautiful story in grief counselling and recovering “The Lost Art
of Sadness”.

Humour and Emotional Sensibility: The Tragic and the Comic

Having gone through grief, let’s lighten up and go to what seemed to be the opposite pole
of the painful-to-pleasant spectrum of emotions, laughter... What emotion is it that is being
expressed in Laughter? (Solomon 2007: 79).

It is striking to me that these remarks immediately followed Solomon’s analysis
of grief as an emotion. I was able to discuss his interest in laughter and humour at a
symposium on emotions, as a tribute to Solomon held at the University of Melbourne
(de Silva 2008a, b). This is a brief summary of the different facets of humour.
A very profound analysis of humour has been made by one-time British philosopher
and later Buddhist Monk Venerable Nanavira:

When we laugh at a comedy or weep at a tragedy what we are really doing is busying our-
selves with all the little crevices that have appeared in our familiar world in the course of
the day, which if neglected, might become wider and deeper and eventually bring our world
crushing down in ruins about us. Of course, we don’t actually admit to ourselves that this is
what we are doing (Nyanavira 1987: 62).

Sgren Kierkegaard also saw the link between tragic and the comic and he focused
on incongruence with his concept of irony. The Freudian theory linked humour to
repressed facets of the unconscious.

“Laughter is first and foremost a bonding gesture,” says Solomon, “and the
emotion it expresses may be any combination of love, affection, comraderie, and
solidarity”, and he qualifies this by saying that there is a “problematic solidarity of
racism, sexism, and shared prejudices” (Solomon 2007: 83). Solomon is critical
of both the Freudian perspective and theories of incongruity and opts for what may
be called the resonance theory. It is interesting to note that Solomon’s theory of humour
falls in line with what is described as the resonance theory of humour by Daniel
Goleman. The resonance theory of laughter may be summarized in Goleman’s words:

Of all emotional signals, smiles are the most contagious: they have an almost irresistible
power to make others smile in return. Smiles may be so potent because of the role they
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played in evolution: smiles, laughter, scientist speculate, evolved as a nonverbal way to
cement alliances and signify that an individual is relaxed and friendly rather than guarded
or hostile (Goleman et al. 2003: 10).

Concluding Thoughts

To have started with grief and sadness and ended up with laughter and humour
is (perhaps) a pointer to the fact that life and death exist side by side. To reflect
on grief in the context of death and loss, it may be said, as Matthieu Ricard
observes, “Keeping death in mind is to enrich our life”, and in this manner we
grow, enrich and heal our lives. It is a spur to diligence and keeps us away from
vain distractions (Ricard 2007: 253-254). Developing emotional skills is a pathway
to happiness.
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Chapter 14

Solomonic Justice, Rights, and Truth
and Reconciliation Commissions:

A Confucian Meditation*

Henry Rosemont Jr.

Abstract This chapter focuses first, on the differing and usually conflicting goals
of truth and reconciliation commissions; second, how these goals are best achieved
by employing the conceptual apparatus of religion; and third, how a Confucian per-
spective can place the religious dimensions of the work of reconciliation in a secular
framework that does not require grounding in any theological beliefs.

Introduction

Beginning with South Africa after the fall of apartheid, then to East Timor, Argentina,
Rwanda, Peru, Sierra Leone and now moving to Kosovo, Bosnia and Herzegovina
and Chile again, Truth and Reconciliation Commissions came into being as a way
to begin healing the racial, ethnic, and religious strife that have convulsed a number
of nation-states, or nations in the making. None of them have been altogether
successful thus far, and yet clearly there will be a need for more such commissions
in many other countries and areas now or in the near future: Israel/Palestine, Iraq,
Afghanistan, Kashmir, Guatemala, El Salvador, Haiti, Sri Lanka, Congo, Northern
Ireland, Turkey, and more.!

"Far and away the most well known of these is the first, and people interested in the subject should
familiarize themselves with the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa Report, by
the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa and Desmond Tutu (1999). Some
general works that bear on reconciliation commissions are Rotberg and Thompson (2000), and
Bar-siman-Tov (2007).
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Truth and Reconciliation Commissions, however, are not just needed where
widespread violence and slaughter have been wrought by a particular group and/or
deposed government, as, e.g., in Darfur today. Other countries whose governments
have engaged in illegal and/or immoral activities with highly adverse consequences
for many innocent people may well also need such commissions. China, for example,
will 1 day profit from the employment of a commission to investigate the events of
June 4th, 1989, especially in Beijing.

Similarly, it is doubtful that the United States will regain the stature in the world
it formerly enjoyed until such a commission investigates the manifold misdeeds of
the Bush administration, from the invasion of Iraq to widespread torture, and other
possible crimes in violation of the U.S. Constitution, the Geneva Conventions, or
Nuremburg Protocols.

Truth and reconciliation commissions, however, should not be seen as all of a
piece, because as presently constituted, one or another of the goals of such com-
missions must be seen as basic; correctly so, because the twin goals are not fully
compatible with each other. Establishing the truth of what deeds were done, and by
whom, on the one hand, and effecting reconciliation between parties to the conflict(s)
on the other, are difficult for any single commission to accomplish. Both efforts
seek justice, but the concept must be defined differently for the two goals. The
Nuremburg and Tokyo War Crimes Trials were just that: trials. The victors worked
mightily to establish the truth of the evils perpetrated by the vanquished, but the
goal was to convict the accused, grounded philosophically in the concept of human
beings as fundamentally individuals, individuals responsible for their actions.

For example, when people demand truth and reconciliation commissions for
Rwandan Hutus or the Cambodian Khmer Rouge, they usually have something
like Nuremburg in mind; a not unreasonable assumption given the magnitude of
the horrors visited on the victims. Every person of good will must want the perpe-
trators “brought to justice.” But it will be almost solely a retributive justice that
is obtained, and it will be seen more or less as vengeance no matter how fair the
proceedings. And vengeance seldom generates reconciliation. The latter requires
a grounding concept of persons not as fundamentally individuals, but as interrelated
co-members of a community.

To illustrate this differing concept of what it is to be a human being I will focus
on the classical Confucians, attempting to show that their views have a strong claim
on our attention today, and perhaps our allegiance as well. I will further attempt to
sharpen the contrast between the two conceptions of personhood by showing the
difference between a Truth Commission, which basically functions with a cluster of
legal concepts, and a Reconciliation Commission, which requires a cluster of concepts
drawn from religion — with the Confucians helping us to also appreciate a different
concept of what it is to be religious.

To begin, unlike the civil courts — which seek justice simpliciter, and unlike
criminal courts — which seek retributive justice of one sort or another — reconciliation
commissions have as their major task the healing of deep fraternal wounds within
their jurisdiction, and henc