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ABSTRACT: In relation to judgments, emotions function analogously to sensory perceptions. Emotions can yield at least four kinds of epistemic goods: truth, justification, acquaintance, and understanding. Like other perceptions, emotions carry epistemic liabilities that correspond to the possible goods they yield. So to play their epistemic role maximally well, emotions need to be the product of educated dispositions traditionally known as virtues. But the education of the emotions is always incomplete, so we need to acquire another kind of virtue that involves the power to assess our emotions and to manage or bypass them when they are epistemically sub-par. The emotions especially pertinent to judgments about risk are those in the fear-family. The conception of risk-judgments developed here is applied to several findings in the empirical literature about risk-judgments. 
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This paper has six parts. First I outline a view of the relation between emotions and judgments that is suggested by an account of the nature of emotions that I have defended elsewhere: the idea that emotions are concern-based construals (Roberts 2003, chapter 2). The relation between emotions and judgments is very much like that between ordinary perceptions and judgments. The way things appear to us perceptually is a standard basis for judging them to be as they appear; but the perceptual appearance of things can also lead us to make false judgments. So also with the perceptions that we call emotions. In the second part I discuss some epistemic advantages and liabilities that emotions lend to judgments. In the third, I clarify the concept of a risk, and thus of a judgment of risk. Fourth, I propose that the emotion types most pertinent to risk-judgments are members of the fear family. Fifty, I apply the points I have made in the earlier parts to some empirical findings on emotions and judgments concerning risk. Some of these findings bear on specifically moral judgments concerning risky technologies. I conclude the paper with a few brief comments about moral judgment.


Emotions make unique contributions to the epistemic excellence of some kinds of judgments, especially value judgments and practical judgments. But just because of their epistemic potency, emotions can also degrade our judgments. Given this dual truth, a normative account of emotions and judgments must bring in the concept of virtues. Some virtues are dispositions to experience correct emotions, but dispositions to experience correct emotions cannot carry all of the normative load; it is psychologically unrealistic to think that a person can be formed in such a way as to have only judgment-enhancing emotions, and never judgment-degrading ones. Some of our virtues will be dispositions to respond with correct emotions, and others will need to be ones that enable us to manage or transcend our emotions in the interest of correct judgments. So we will need at least two kinds of virtues to maximize truth and minimize error in our judgments that are conditioned or influenced by emotions. 


I assume that judgments are truth claims, and that we are all makers of judgments, many of which are affected, for good or for ill, by our emotions. This assumption implies that we are not engaged in a merely descriptive enterprise concerning how emotions are related to judgments, but are interested in putting ourselves in the best possible position to make the best possible judgments. Thus if individuals differ from one another in the excellence of their judgments, and we are in a position to improve ourselves with respect to our emotions and our judgments, then in studying this subject, we are engaged in a personal and normative enterprise. I hope that my remarks will bear on this interest and engagement. 

1 Emotions and Judgments


Emotions are related to judgments in much the way sense perceptions are related to judgments. I look in the cupboard and my eye falls on a sack of flour. I form, quite automatically, the judgment that a sack of flour is in the cupboard. This is the typical case. Sense perception gives rise to belief. But perceptions are not themselves beliefs, and the connection between the two is not necessary; the beliefs that perceptions naturally engender can be stopped. Fairly early in life, we learn to be critical of our perceptions. The Mueller-Lyer Illusion is a striking example. We draw two parallel lines, measuring them to make sure they are exactly the same length. Then we add the little tails, and the line with the outward-pointing tails looks longer than the one with the inward-pointing tails. We perceive the one line as longer than the other, but for good reasons we confidently and simultaneously deny the judgment that the one line is longer than the other. The one line continues to appear to us longer than the other; but we withhold assent from the appearance, and thus refrain from judging the lines to be of different lengths. 


The purely sensory input contributed by the parallel lines in the Mueller-Lyer illusion is not enough to promote the judgment that the lines differ in length; were we to measure the lines projected onto the retina, they would presumably differ no more in length than do the lines on the paper; yet the lines appear to differ in length. This combination of facts suggests that the appearance of the lines as differing in length is not sensory in the strictest sense, but is a construction upon the sensory. It is what I call a “construal.” This construal is illusory; if one were to form, on the basis of it, the judgment that the lines are of unequal length, the judgment would be false. Other drawings elicit construals that are not illusions, for example, the duck-rabbit and the old woman / young woman figure. Each of these yields two quite different possible perceptions, from one set of sensory data. The data underdetermine the perceptions, showing that the perception is a construction of the subject. A construal, in my special sense, is a perception, but it is never purely sensory; that is the point in calling it a construal (construction). It is what the Greek Stoics called a phantasia, and in Aristotle it falls under the concept of aisthêsis (perception). So we have construals that are false, and construals that are neither false nor true. Still other construals are positively veridical. For example, when a hospital pathologist looks at a slide of tissue in the microscope and sees melanoma, thus forming the judgment that the tissue is affected by melanoma, the perception is a construction of the purely sensory data, a construction based in the scientific concepts and practices of tissue pathology; nevertheless, both the construal and the corresponding judgment may well be true. 


Note also that the perception of the Mueller-Lyer drawing has a propositional structure; it makes a sort of “claim.” It “says” something to the effect of, the upper line is longer than the lower line. If the perception didn’t have this structure, then it couldn’t be contradicted by the judgment that the two lines are the same length. It is typical of construals, as I understand the term, that they have a propositional structure. The construals of the old woman / young woman figure would “say” this is a picture of an old woman with such-and-such features or this is a picture of a young woman, etc.; the pathologist’s construal says this is melanoma.


The illusory construal of the Mueller-Lyer drawing seems to be strongly predisposed by human nature; people do not have to learn to see it this way, and it is very difficult to learn not to see it this way. By contrast, one has to learn to see some of the gestalt drawings as they predispose. For example, I couldn’t see the young woman in the figure until my wife trained me to do so, despite the fact that the drawing is carefully and successfully contrived to predispose quite particular perceptions — the young woman and the old. And one goes to school to learn to see melanoma on a microscope slide. 


In many contexts of life, an important part of learning to make accurate judgments about things is learning to perceive in a way that yields the correct judgments. For another example, an auto mechanic learns to hear things going on in a running engine that untrained people don’t hear, and his perceptions make it possible for him to come to reliably correct judgments about the state of the engine. 


The above points about sensory construals and their relation to judgments can be made also about emotions. But emotions are a special kind of construal. I call them “concern-based construals.” It is very common to form judgments on the basis of or in coordination with our emotions. If someone fears walking down a certain unlit street at night, it will be quite natural for him to judge that the street is dangerous. The fear may come upon him as he enters the street, without his having any other “information” about possible dangers than the “look” and the “feel” of the street. He finds himself afraid, in much the way that we find the lines of the Mueller-Lyer drawing looking different in length; and he spontaneously forms the judgment that the street is dangerous. But the connection between the emotion and the judgment here is no more necessary than in the case of the drawing. Someone might be convincingly informed that the street is safe, and still feel afraid as he walks along. In this case, he fears the street but does not judge it to be dangerous. It continues to have the “look” or “feel” of being dangerous, but the subject actively discounts this impression, just as one discounts the impression that the two lines are of different lengths. 


I say that fear is a construal that, like other construals, goes beyond any sensory information that the feared situation may yield. It is a perceptual construction of the situation as containing a certain moderately high probability that something bad is going to happen. One difference between emotions and the construals that we have been considering so far is that many emotions are even more underdetermined by sensory data. One can become angry, or fearful, or hopeful, or joyous by merely thinking about situations in a certain way. One may or may not have quasi-sensory experience of the situation through mental images, although imagery enhances the probability of feeling the emotion. Still, the emotion is perception-like in that the situation “comes together” for one, with an immediacy analogous to sense-perception, in the terms characteristic of the emotion in question (bad possibility for fear; good possibility for hope; culpable offense for anger, etc.). 


Another way such construals differ from non-emotional ones is that the situation is construed as impinging on one or another concern of the subject (in the case of fear and hope, the concern for wellbeing; in the case of anger, the concern for whatever is construed as offended against; etc.). In each case, the situation would not have the “look” that it has for the subject were he not concerned about it in the way he is concerned. This aspect of the construal gives it its “feel,” its sense of urgency, the vivid appearance of relevance to what is important, its evaluative character and its power to motivate. 



Sense perceptions can yield judgments because they already have a propositional structure; the perception becomes a judgment by virtue of the subject’s assenting attitude to what the perception “says.” I propose that in the same way, the concern-based impressions that we call emotions have a propositional structure: they present the situation to the subject as being a certain way, which can be expressed (more or less approximately) in a declarative sentence. They “assert” something about the situation. In my recent example, the emotion presents the situation of the walker in the street as containing an uncomfortable probability of something bad happening to him. It is as though the emotion says to him, in the language of impressions, Something bad may happen to you here. When the person makes a judgment corresponding to the emotion, it is as though he is agreeing with the impression; but he may dissent from it, despite the fact that the emotion is screaming in his ears, as it were, “Some​thing bad may happen to you here,” urging him to flee the situation. A difference between emotions and mere sensory construals like the Mueller-Lyer illusion is that dissenting from the latter is easier because it is not complicated by the motivational element. As concern-based, emotional construals grip us more deeply, more insistently; they speak to our life, whereas the merely cognitive impressions speak only to our “intellect” (what difference does it make, after all, whether the lines are the same length?!). So it typicaly takes more moral or quasi-moral maturity to disbelieve our emotions than it takes to disbelieve our eyes. 


People differ in the accuracy and subtlety of their impressions. When we want to find out whether our engine is going to let us down in the next 5,000 kilometers, we don’t trust the hearing of just anybody. We want an expert mechanic to listen to our engine. Training in all kinds of areas involves training in perception. Think of ear training in music, of bird watching, various kinds of microscopy, art history, expertise in reading various kinds of meters and other scientific instruments, of stage direction, paleontology, etc. etc. Again, we see that perception has to be more than sensory; in each case, the non-expert’s purely sensory impressions of the object may be the same as those of the expert, but he doesn’t see or hear what the expert sees or hears. He doesn’t know how to “read” (construe) the sensory data. 


The idea that people can be more or less mature emotionally is a familiar one. Little children are sometimes afraid of the dark, and we are happy when they outgrow this disposition. Adults fear things that children don’t fear — a fall in the stock market, cancer, cholesterol, alcohol. Sometimes adults fear such things more than they are worth fearing, and sometimes they don’t fear them enough, or they fear them for the wrong reasons. Adults sometimes have phobias — tenacious dispositions to fear things that are not fearsome. Irascible people get angry at things that do not warrant anger. People sometimes go to therapists for treatment of their phobia or irascibility. But we do not want people to be so formed as not to fear anything at all, nor ever to get angry, and often the therapist can help, either by advice that leads to better habits, or by some other way of affecting the disposition for the better. So there must be such a thing as correct emotional dispositions, and the aim of much moral and psychological education is to form our emotion dispositions, so that we see the world in correct, or at least better, evaluative terms. 


Aristotle thinks that many of the virtues are dispositions to proper emotion. Thus the virtue he calls praotês (mildness, gentleness) is a disposition to get angry at just the right people, at just the right time, for just the right reasons, and not to get angry otherwise. I think we know people like this, or at least people who approach more closely getting it right about the objects of their anger; and we also know people whose anger is too much, at the wrong time, towards the wrong people. Another example of Aristotle’s is andreia (courage). It is a disposition to fear just what is genuinely fearsome, in just the degree to which it is fearsome, for just the reasons that warrant the fear, and so forth. His idea is that people’s emotion dispositions can be trained to get their objects right. If emotions are perceptions of situations in their evaluative dimensions, and perceptions are proto-judgments or dispositions to form judgments, then it would appear that a person with the virtues will be something like an “expert” in making evaluative judgments of the kind in question (in the case of praotês, judgments involving offense; in the case of andreia, judgments regarding risks to himself). 

2 Some Epistemic Advantages and Liabilities of Emotions


A number of epistemic criteria can be used to evaluate judgments. Here I will mean by a judgment a particular episode of assenting to, or being in an assenting attitude toward, a proposition. A judgment, in this sense, is always somebody’s, at a given moment; it is not the sort of thing that can appear in a book, though somebody writing a book or reading one may make a judgment that corresponds to a formula that appears in the book. I will be considering judgments that are made, or can be made, in conjunction with emotions, and will be asking whether, how, and to what extent, the association of the emotion with the judgment affects its epistemic value. I will now consider four criteria for evaluating judgments: Correctness, justification, experiential immediacy, and understanding. They are epistemic goods, or properties that a judgment can have, or a person can have in making a judgment. 

2.1 Correctness

Other things being equal, correct judgments are better than false ones. Official Stoic doctrine is that judgments formed on the basis of emotions cannot be true. The Stoic’s reason for this claim is that emotions are about situations that are indifferent with respect to value (neither really good nor really bad), but they claim goodness or badness. I have said that fear is the impression that it’s pretty probable that something bad will happen. One fears things like failure, disease, accident, and death; one hopes for things like success, health, safety, and longevity. But Stoic doctrine says that success is not good and failure is not bad; death is not bad and longevity is not good (though all these things may be “preferred” or “not preferred”). So judgments that involve assent to the propositional content of emotions cannot be true. 


On this point, Stoicism is bizarre. If, to the contrary, we hold that disease and failure can be genuinely bad for people, and if we agree that emotions are construals, then we will think that judgments based on fear may sometimes be correct. And the same will be true of most other emotions: anger, hope, joy, contrition, gratitude, compassion, disappointment, and many others. But we will also think, no doubt, that very often emotions construe their situational objects in ways that we should not assent to, because to do so would be to judge falsely. Stage fright is usually a false construal of the situation, as is hope in hopeless situations. So part of leading an epistemically responsible life is to try to have veridical emotions as much as possible, and to be able to withhold assent from the ones that are likely to be false. 

2.2 Justification


Epistemic justification is a relationship that can obtain between a judging subject and his judgment, in virtue of some factor that justifies the subject in making the judgment (that is, assenting to the proposition). For example, a person might be justified in his judgment that his sailing vessel is in danger by his awareness that he is two miles from shore and the radio is predicting imminent rough weather, plus some other truths about a human being’s being caught in rough weather in a small boat. The “factor” in this case is his having the evidence of the radio report and his distance from shore, and the other things. 


A judgment can be true without being epistemically justified, and justified without being true. If the sailor judges himself to be in danger because the rabbit’s foot he carries with him fell irretrievably in the water, then his judgment will not be justified; and this will be so even if his judgment happens to be true because, unbeknownst to him, a dangerous storm is actually approaching. On the other hand, if the “radio report” is really a tape recording with which his buddies are playing a practical joke on him, he could be epistemically justified in his judgment without its being true. 


The question before us is whether an emotion can ever be a “factor” in virtue of which a person is epistemically justified in making a certain judgment. Put in the terms of the account of emotions I am promoting, the question is whether a concern-based construal of a given situation can ever contribute to the epistemic justification of the judgment that the situation is as the emotion construes it, and if it can do so, under what conditions it can. I claim that it can, on the condition that the person having the emotion is emotionally fit — that his emotions of the type in question are generally indicators that the corresponding judgments are true. Continuing our sailing theme, imagine the following scenario. You, an inexperienced sailor, are on a sailing vessel and the water starts to get choppy. The boat is pitching this way and that, and water is coming over the deck. You begin to be afraid, but you are savvy enough about the nature of emotions and the state of your nautical ignorance that you don’t immediately judge yourself to be in danger. You don’t take your emotion as justifying the judgment that you are in danger. Instead, you watch the captain. As long as he seems to be unworried, you judge that things can’t be too bad. But if he begins to show signs of real anxiety, you (correctly) take this as evidence that the boat is in danger. You take his emotion as justifying the judgment. 


You may think, Well, you may take his emotion as justification for your judgment, but this version of the true story doesn’t show that the emotion is what justifies the judgment. He is going not on his emotion, after all, but on evidence of other kinds: the weather, the size of the vessel, the distance from shore, etc. His emotion is just a consequence of sizing up the situation, not the essential way in which he sizes it up. 


This is the question. Is the emotion incidental to his knowledge — a mere by-product of his judgments about the danger? Or is it related more essentially to these things? Where does the concept of danger come from, anyway? Is not danger a concept that locks certain features of the situation to certain human concerns for life and wellbeing? If the concerns for life and wellbeing were not in the picture, in what sense would the combination of situational factors constitute a danger? If this is so, perhaps emotions like fear and anxiety are the most basic way of apprehending situations as dangerous. Thus the person who was able to synthesize the human concern for wellbeing with the relevant factors of a given type — say, storms at sea — would be the best judge of dangers. And, on the account I am offering, he would be the best judge because he was the best perceiver of dangers at sea. He surveys the situation in light of the human concern for life and safety, and this is what he sees: a significant danger (or not, as the case may be). And because he (justifiably, wisely) trusts his danger-construals in this kind of context, he judges the situation to be significantly dangerous.


Emotions can also undermine justification. I have pictured you as pretty wise and self-controlled about the judgment that you are in danger from the storm at sea: You realize that the emotions of the unfit are not reliable indicators of states of the world in their relations to human concerns, and you have enough self-possession to stop the judgment that would arise normally from your concern-based construal as the boat you are on rises and plunges in the mounting waves. But what if you are less emotionally and epistemically mature? What if you tend to leap to every judgment that your emotions propose? In that case, your fear will not only fail to justify your judgment; it will positively undermine your justification. Your precipitous and uncontrolled acquiescence in forming judgments from emotions deprives them of, or reduces, their justification. When you make a judgment that arises out of your emotion, at least in cases relevantly similar to the one at hand, we have no positive reason to think that it is true. Unlike the captain, you are a better judge of such situations if you can prescind from your emotions and depend more on calculation, because your emotions tend to distort your judgment. We will see more about this in the next section. This is perhaps clearer in the case where your judgment is false. The skipper is allowed a certain automaticity in the formation of his judgments of dangers at sea on the basis of his emotions; but you, being inexperienced, are not allowed this easy transition. Thus we see that justification by emotions is a highly person-centered and virtue-indexed matter. Whether emotions justify or undermine the justification of the corresponding judgments depends heavily on the capacities and concerns of the person who is having the emotion. 


If a judgment is evaluative — as judgments about dangers and offenses necessarily are — then valuation has to be somehow elemental to the judgment, and emotion would seem to be an important way, if not the most primary way, of getting the value dimension into the judgment. On the view I am proposing, the value dimension of the judgment would enter via the basis in concern — things have value for us, negative or positive, by way of our being concerned about them, of our caring for them, of our wanting them or wanting to avoid them, of our being attached to them and thus wanting things with respect to them. This is not to say that values are subjective, but it is to say that they are subjectively accessed or known. Perhaps some values are dictated by human nature: there are such things as proper and improper functioning for human beings, given the way we are constituted. There are ways of being healthy or sick that are determined by the kind of beings we are. Some of these ways are social. For example, for a human society, justice is a way of being healthy. If so, then one’s value judgments, to be true, need to track these values; but the way we track them is to be concerned about them — disposed to seek the good and avoid the bad, to rejoice in the good and hope for it, and to find the bad repugnant and fear-inspiring. And this point leads me to the next criterion of epistemic excellence. 

2.3 Experiential immediacy


Some knowledge is more “intimate” than other knowledge, more a matter of direct acquaintance with the object. Consider the person with prosopagnosia. Most of us recognize the faces of people we know by the “look” of the face, but people with prosopagnosia lack this power of immediate acquaintance with “face-looks.” They see faces as agglomerations of face-parts rather than as wholes with a characteristic look. People with this deficit do sometimes know whom they’re looking at, and they do so by inference: George is the one with the large bent nose, and Susan has a mole under her right eye. But despite these folks’ justified true judgments regarding the identity of their interlocutors, they are missing something epistemically, and what they are missing is not just full reliability in their power to identify people by their faces. They are missing the experience of how George and Susan look. The color-blind person may have perfectly justified knowledge that the traffic light before him is showing green (he may know this by knowing that the green light is in the bottom position); still, he would be in an even better epistemic position with respect to this judgment were he able to see the green — as green — for himself. Autistic people are typically deficient at seeing things like the glory of a sunset; they can know that a sunset is glorious (by way of testimony), but they can’t see the glory for themselves. Much of the knowledge that we seek spontaneously and enthusiastically has to some extent this character of experiential acquaintance. 


Emotions give access to this kind of knowledge of value judgments. If anger is perception-like in the way I have proposed, the person who gets angry about an injustice has an intimate acquaintance with the badness of the injustice, an acquaintance that is lacking to the person who merely judges, with justification, that the injustice has been perpetrated. The person who becomes anxious about a dangerous choice has an immediate grasp of the riskiness in the situation (evil-in-potentiality) that is lacking to one who merely makes a justified true judgment that the situation is risky. The person who experiences joy over the healthy birth of a child “sees” the goodness in the event better than one who merely judges that the event is good. I do not want to say, with the “internalists” about motivation, that the people who make only the “cooler” judgments in these cases lack evaluative knowledge, or lack justification in their judgments. The concept of knowledge is broad enough to encompass these cool cases. But the people who make only the cooler judgments do lack a certain important kind of knowledge, and the kind they miss is a deeply evaluative (in moral cases, moral) knowledge. It should be clear how, on my view, emotions supply this kind of knowledge. They are concern-based perceptions of situations in their evaluative dimensions.


I will have a bit to say, under the rubric of understanding, about how the fact that emotions give us experiential acquaintance with a situation as having a certain character can also create epistemic liabilities. 

2.4 Understanding

The subject of a judgment is better off epistemically if he understands the judgment than if not; and the better he understands it, the better off he is epistemically. Understanding is primarily a matter of grasping, creating, and/or being able to follow out, connections in a series or system or array (for example, understanding a sentence syntactic​ally; understanding a narrative or musical composition; understanding a theory or explana​tion; understanding a map). One cannot form a judgment at all without understanding, to some ex​tent at least, the proposition to which one gives assent; and this involves grasping connections between parts of the proposition (subject and predicate). The “seeing” of a figure in a gestalt drawing is a perceptual ordering of the lines and patches, and thus a species of understanding. It is a way of “connecting the lines,” so to speak. I have suggested that emotions are a kind of construal, in which the connections among elements in a situation are pulled together in an order characteristic of the emotion-type (fear, anger, hope, contempt, etc.), and the situation is connected to oneself via one’s concerns. This pulling together of the situational elements is a sense-making presentation of the situation. The perceptual immedi​acy characteristic of emotions (and not characteristic of all judgments) adds a dimension of grasping connections that is not there in the merely “intellectual” understanding of the situation. In an emotion, the significance of a situation comes home.


Antonio Damasio (1994) describes a patient, whom he calls Elliott, with profound damage to the pre-frontal cortex. Elliott tests normal on several IQ and personality inventories, but is almost completely unable to experience emotions (he can become momentarily angry, and his sense of humor seems to remain intact). His test-performance suggests that he can make judgments of the form I am in danger of injury or death, but being afraid is no longer in his mental repertoire. Presumably he could still make the judgment in circumstances in which it would be true. Further, he need not be without justification for his belief; perhaps he bases it on good statistical evidence concerning the dangers attending the kind of activity he engages in. But we might justifiably think that his failure to feel fear means that he doesn’t understand the judgment very well. So there’s something defective about the way he holds the judgment. We might say that he doesn’t appreciate the connection to his own life, and also doesn’t grasp very well the significance of the combination that is expressed in the proposition. (He can make the connections, in the sense of explaining them; but he lacks a certain kind of intelligence in his grasp of them. So in one sense he does understand the situation; but he does not understand it in the perceptual way that I am here trying to identify.)


Emotions’ character as potential acquaintance-knowledge can also blind us epistemically. Aristotle noted the common human experience of knowing that something is good for us — say, remaining sexually faithful to one’s spouse or staying off the booze or confronting our teenage children about their dangerous style of life — yet doing the opposite. The agent is not stupid or ill informed, yet he acts stupid and ill informed. Aristotle calls this phenomenon akrasia (incontinence, weakness of will). His solution to the puzzle is to distinguish two kinds of knowledge. There is dispositional knowledge, and the akratic person has plenty of this; it is in the dispositional sense that he knows what is best to do. But there is also a more direct seeing in the particular situation what is best to do and seeing it as the best; this is the sense in which he does not know what is best to do. And Aristotle says that akrasia occurs when a person is blinded by passion (Aristotle 1980, Book 7, chapter 3). If a passion or emotion is a more or less vivid perception of something as good or bad, attractive or repellent, then we can see how an emotion, by its very character as potential knowledge, is capable of blinding us. In the moment when the alcoholic contemplates the drink that is to be his downfall, it looks wonderfully good and attractive despite the fact that he knows in another sense that it is not, and his knowledge of the truth is overwhelmed by the compelling appearance of the drink’s “goodness.” When the father is about to have that serious talk with his teenage son, which he knows to be necessary for both his and the boy’s wellbeing, his fear makes the action look so threatening that over all, the situation looks more like a disaster about to happen than a golden opportunity. And in this blindness to the true character of the situation, the failure to see is at the same time a temporary confusion — a failure to understand, to see how the elements of the situation stand to one another. 

3 Judgments about Risk


What is a risk? I propose that a risk is a relatively high probability of harm consequent on a possible action. In performing some actions, a person takes a risk, that is, he subjects something that is valuable to himself, or something that should be valuable to himself, to a fairly likely harm or loss. On radio weather reports in Canada one hears about the “risk” of thunderstorms. Thus locution is instructive for its oddity. Thunderstorms are not on the whole harmful, nor are they consequential on anybody’s doing anything. To the extent that thunderstorms aren’t harmful, they aren’t risky. And even if a particularly harmful one is in the offing, nobody is, just for that, risking anything (though if one goes out when a thunderstorm is probable, one risks getting rained on). A risk should be distinguished from a danger or a hazard. An unprotected cliff in a public park is a hazard. A person who lets his small children play near such a cliff runs a risk of losing them because of the hazard, but the dangerous cliff is not itself a risk. The Canadian weather reporters are not expressing the concept of risk, but the less loaded concept of probability: they’re talking about the probability of a thunderstorm. People risk their lives in war, their money on the stock market, the forest when they leave a campfire undoused, their health when they smoke, and other people’s health when they build a polluting factory in a neighborhood. 


These examples suggest a couple of more points about the concept of risk. As in the case of the polluting factory, the possible harm need not be to the risk-taker. But the possible harm needs to be to something that the risk-taker at least ought to care about. When we speak about the risk of swatting a mosquito, we are not referring to the probability of harming the mosquito, but to the probability of harming ourselves or something we care about (say, our crystal goblet on which the mosquito is perched). The harm to the mosquito is not the kind that typically grounds a risk for a human being, because it is not a harm to the agent or anything whose harm the agent ought to be concerned to avoid. By swatting at a mosquito I do not risk the mosquito’s life, because I neither care, nor should care, about preserving it. By contrast, if I build a polluting factory in some people’s neighborhood, I risk their harm whether or not I care about it — because I should care about it. 


People typically take risks for some envisioned benefit: the objectives of war, possible gains on the stock market, the convenience of not having to seek water to douse the fire. The envisioned “benefit” can be the avoidance of some other harm — say, of being enslaved by an enemy force. A risk — even a high probability of a significant harm — can be justified if the envisioned benefit is sufficiently great, or if the probability of some other harm is great enough. Thus a high-risk surgery can be justified by the great benefit envisioned, should it succeed, or by the harms associated with not doing it. (For conceptual purposes we could count avoidance of harms as a benefit.) But we might doubt whether the prospect of looking ten years younger if it succeeds justifies a high-risk surgery, or the thrill of skiing down a treed slope at 50 mph justifies the risk involved. 


The above remarks suggest a number of possible ways for judgments to go wrong or right when an agent considers taking an action that is risky: 
Failing to notice / noticing the possible harm

Misconceiving / correctly conceiving the possible harm

Under- or overestimating, or correctly estimating the severity of the possible harm

Under- or overestimating, or correctly estimating the probability of the possible harm

Over- or underestimating, or correctly estimating the benefit of the action

Over- or underestimating, or correctly estimating the probability of the possible benefit

4 The Emotion Type(s) Relevant to Judgments of Risk


We have a variety of perceptual powers, and they are to some extent specialized for kinds of judgment. Color judgments are in the domain of vision. Judgments about harmonic intervals are in the domain of hearing. Flavor and odor judgments are in the domain of tasting and smelling. (It is very awkward, or at least round-about, to make color judgments with your ears or tonal judgments with your eyes.) Of course many perceptual judgments use more than one sensory faculty: a judgment about what vegetable is on one’s plate may exploit a combination of nose, tongue, and eye. And some judgments seem to be minimally or only very generally derivative from any particular sensory mode. Examples would be mathematical judgments and judgments of risk. In both cases, eyes and ears are no doubt often used, but these do not seem to be as essential to the kind of judgment in question as those about colors and tonal intervals.


Emotions, as ways of perceiving situations with respect to their values, come in types that are specialized for kinds of values or kinds of things that have value (positive or negative). Gratitude is about gifts, anger is about other people’s offenses, guilt is about one’s own offenses, pride is about honor, shame is about dishonor, hope is about good prospects, and so forth. Which emotion type is about risk? I have claimed elsewhere that the fear-family of emotion types are about bad prospects, and I have said that fear more particularly is about a certain probability of bad prospects. (Dread, by contrast, is about inevitable bad prospects. For a discussion of the nature and kinds of fear, see Roberts 2003, pp. 193-202.) Other members of the fear family are panic, anxiety, and cautiousness. Fear and anxiety are not specific to action, though we are often afraid or anxious when we perform risky actions. Cautiousness is specific to action, even to risk-taking, but it is not exemplified in all cases of risk-taking. By the same token that fear is the way we perceive bad prospects, hope is how we perceive good ones. If risky actions are taken for possible benefits, then hope will also be involved in the perception of the situations in which we take risks. For the sake of brevity I will here concentrate on fear, and say only a little about hope. 


One of the explanatory advantages of conceiving emotions as construals is that it makes them more than events of affect. If we think of fear as a construal, it is not just dumb aversion, but aversion toward a kind of situation (namely, one containing a bad prospect of a certain degree of probability) for reasons. If I fear a coming hurricane, I conceive it as coming, and as a hurricane, against a background of understanding that a hurricane is a force that may destroy life and property. Only if my fear contains such thought content can it motivate me to take appropriate action: to drive away from the hurricane, to board up my windows and move lighter property to a protected location, etc. Since fear contains some conception of the harm that is feared, and some rough estimates of the severity and probability of the harm, it can match or mismatch the actualities of the situation it is about. To the extent that it matches the actual possible harm and its actual severity and probability, it is a promising perceptual basis for correct judgment; to the extent that it misrepresents these actualities, it is a poor one. Symmetrical comments can be made about conception of the benefit and estimation of its goodness and probability (hope). See the list of variables at the end of the previous section. The second epistemic good that I discussed in the third section of this paper — justification — does not require that the emotion be correct, but for most purposes it requires that the agent be disposed to experience emotions that are correct. The other two goods — experiential immediacy and understanding — gain much of their value from the value of correctness. 

5 Emotions and Judgments about Risk


I will now consider some empirical findings concerning decision-making under risk, in light of the four criteria for excellence in value judgments and the ways in which emotions affect the quality of such judgments for good and for ill. 

5.1 Risk/Benefit Confounding


Paul Slovic and his colleagues have identified a judgment-formation pattern they call “risk/benefit confounding” (see Alhakami & Slovic 1994; Finucane, Alhakami, Slovic, and Johnson 2000). In many cases, high-risk actions have a high potential benefit, while low risk actions yield low benefits. Contrary to this pattern in reality, risk/benefit confounding is a disposition to pair the perception of high risk with perception of low benefit and perception of high benefit with perception of low risk. The explanation appears to be that when a person’s positive affect toward the benefit dominates his awareness of the situation, the perception of its goodness “colors” the risk in falsely positive hues; or when one’s negative affect toward the risk dominates one’s awareness, the perception of its badness colors the benefit in falsely negative hues. Plausibly, this epistemic infelicity is due to the acquaintance character of the perception: in the glow of the benefit, the risk looks low; in the ominous light of the risk, the benefit looks unattractive. Judgments based on perceptions distorted by risk/benefit confounding will have a pretty strong tendency to be incorrect. Of course, high benefit is sometimes paired with low risk, and high risk with low benefit. In these cases, the perception produced by the confusion will be correct, but for somebody whose judgment is suffering from risk/benefit confounding, the correct perception will be accidental — just a matter of luck that this unreliable epistemic mechanism alighted on a case that it fits. Thus a judgment based on this perception, though correct, would fall short of justification. 


Studies show that risk/benefit confounding is very common among human beings (Alhakami & Slovic 1994), but they do not show it to be inevitable or incorrigible. Social scientists tend to deal in trends and averages, but the virtue epistemologist is interested in especially well-developed individuals and the potential that we all have for moral and epistemic education. Social scientists tend to study how people are in the sense of tend to be, while virtue epistemologists and ethicists study how people ought to be within the boundaries of what they can be. We have no reason to think risk/benefit confounding is more resistant to remedial education than other fallacies to which human beings are prone. 


Melissa Finucane and her colleagues have identified a judgment-forming short-cut that they call the “affect heuristic”: instead of “weighing the pros and cons or retrieving from memory many relevant examples” (Finucane et al, 2000, p.3) for comparison, people often make a snap judgment on the basis of the affective valence of some currently salient stimulus. For example, if someone has just been told the many advantages of nuclear-generated electricity and then is asked how hazardous he judges nuclear generating plants to be, he might leap to the conclusion that they are pretty safe from the positive affect that he feels from thinking about an inexhaustible and abundant supply of low-cost electricity. 


Finucane and her colleagues tested for the affect heuristic by limiting the time subjects were allowed for making their risk-benefit judgments, and they found that risk-benefit confounding occurred more under time pressure than when subjects had more time to consider the options. This experimental limitation simulates a feature of everyday life: sometimes judgments have to be made quickly. Most people who are careful in their judgments realize they are more likely to make a good judgment if they take more time. If one does not have time, then snap judgment on the basis of affective impressions is the best one can do. But the data seem to suggest that many people rely on the affect heuristic even when they are not under time pressure — perhaps out of laziness. Careful reflection takes effort, and many people are not habituated to make the effort as a default mode, nor alert to the importance of making effort in situations that call for it (they tend not to discriminate such situations from others that do not call for it). Since real life presents both kinds of situations — ones in which judgments of risk need to be made quickly and ones that allow time for deliberation — the best epistemic agent will be one who can make relatively good snap judgments in some area of judgment-making, but who can discriminate pretty clearly between situations in which he is competent and situations in which his snap judgments are less competent and then, when given the opportunity for careful reflection, avails himself of it in the interest of truth and justification. This disposition might fall under the virtues of intellectual caution and epistemic self-knowledge, both of which presuppose a love of knowledge (see Roberts & Wood, 2007).



Epistemically well-trained people learn to distinguish clearly between risks and benefits, and especially when they have been apprised of the natural and widespread fallacy of risk/benefit confounding, can be dispositionally on their guard against it. But if they have been sufficiently trained in making risk judgments (especially within some particular area of concern), they may not need to be on their guard against it, because they may have learned to make excellent snap judgments — even affectively laden ones. In the popular book Blink: The Power of Thinking Without Thinking, Malcolm Gladwell gives many illustrations of trained snap judgments, which in many cases are emotionally laden and are sometimes more reliable than their elaborately and laboriously deliberated counterparts. Finucane and her colleagues seem to buy into the widespread and popular emotion/cognition dichotomy. Gladwell’s book, even in its title, challenges the supposition that rationality is necessarily discursive; reason is sometimes perceptual and often emotional. That is also a corollary of the view of emotions as concern-based construals: as construals, emotions are perceptions constructed, often, of a complex background of thought. If Gladwell and I are right, the affect heuristic need not be associated with such disreputable routines as risk/benefit confounding; some emotions might incorporate the most careful and rigorous distinction between risk and benefit. 

5.2 Information Avoidance


Leventhal and Watts (1966, as reported in Loewenstein et al, 276) highlight another source of irrationality stemming from emotion. They showed films designed to evoke high, medium, or low levels of fear about smoking and lung cancer. They found that greater fear correlated inversely with willingness to get an X-ray but positively with decrease in smoking. “Thus, high levels of fear led to both information avoidance and some degree of risk mitigation” (Loewenstein et al, 276). In this rather typical kind of case, fear tends to undermine both truth and justification in judgments. But there is no necessary relation between fear of information and avoidance of information; people can overcome their fears, and the reliable disposition to do so in the interest of proper action is called courage (perhaps intellectual courage). Courageous people would thus appear to be more likely than cowards, in this kind of situation, to have true and justified judgments about risks. 

5.3 Anxiety Insensitive to Probabilities


Weber and Hsee compared the maximum buying prices that subjects were willing to pay for “investment options that differed in the probabilities with which gains or losses of different magnitude would be realized” and compared these reports with “the degree of worry … they would experience between the time they invested in the option and the time they would find out which outcome actually occurred” (Weber & Hsee, 1998, as reported in Loewenstein et al., 276). They found that the subjects’ self-predicted behavior was sensitive to variations in probabilities and outcome levels, but that self-predicted worry was much less sensitive to probabilities. This result suggests that if people were to make their investment decisions solely on the basis of their emotional perceptions of risk, they would make less rational, and thus in all probability worse, investment decisions than they do, and also that people in fact do not rely entirely on their emotional responses to investment opportunities, but use calculation (or something similar) to moderate and correct for the effect of such responses. Given the discrepancy between the two epistemic modes, this procedure seems eminently rational, and exemplifies part of the picture of the intellectually virtuous person: he is guided, in making judgments, both by his emotions, and by emotion-transcending or 

    -bypassing calculation. 


But anxiety is already somewhat sensitive to probabilities, and emotions can be educated. We might expect that seasoned investors’ anxieties would correspond better to probabilities than those of the unseasoned. If this were so, then we could say that the seasoned investors are more emotionally mature (in this limited area) than the unseasoned; their emotions are more “rational.” But it also seems possible that the seasoned investor has a different, and more rational, view of the risk: on any given day, or in any given option period, he expects, without a great deal of either anxiety or elation, that there will be losses or gains (or both). To him the really interesting probabilities of gain and loss are longer-term, ranging over yearlong or several-year periods of investing. In this way too, his elation or anxiety transcends and fails to track the short-term probabilities (though his investing behavior does track them). But now this itself is a sign of maturity; it is not just that his anxiety fails to track probabilities, but that he is relatively unanxious about them. 

5.4 Irrational stimuli


Emotions are sometimes thought to be a bad basis for judgments because of the “irrationality” of the factors that elicit or otherwise condition them. Some such factors are rhetoric and language; evolutionary preparedness; past history of fear conditioning; gender and race; and worldview. Let us briefly consider each of these factors in light of the normative question of how, and how much, emotions should be allowed to influence our judgments of risk.

5.3.1 Rhetoric and Language


2300 years ago Aristotle offered, in his treatise The Art of Rhetoric, a rather sophisticated account of a dozen or so emotion-types and of ways in which a speaker can manage such emotions in an audience. We all know from common experience how much more emotionally powerful narratives are than abstract, analytical discourse, and how the vocabulary and emphasis of a piece of discourse can influence its emotional impact. Modern empirical research confirms that information given in one set of words can be more engaging emotionally than the “same” information conveyed in other words. The importance of imagery — both mental and rhetorical — in eliciting emotions seems to confirm my suggestion that emotions are perception-like states. Miller et al. (1987) found that people who received training in forming vivid images experienced increased arousal by personalized scripts written to elicit anger and fear. Nisbett and Ross (1980) presented people with two descriptions of a death. They found that “Jack sustained fatal injuries in an auto accident” produced less emotion than “Jack was killed by a semi trailer that rolled over on his car and crushed his skull.” 


One might say that judgments made under the influence of vivid mental imagery and / or the narrative, concrete, and evocative language that tends to produce more of it, are less rational than judgments made in response to “cool,” abstract, general, and (say) statistical discourse. But to say so would, I think, be to use a tendentious and narrow concept of rationality (see Charles Dickens’s Hard Times for a colorful and devastating critique of such a concept of rationality). If emotions provide a better way of grasping evaluative truths, as I have argued — a more complete perception and understanding of them — then rhetorical elements in the discourse about such truths may be essential to their practical truth-value, their ability to get the truth across. “Cold” language may actually be a way of obscuring truth. 


Correlatively, the ability to respond to such language, and even to compensate, by way of imagination, for the rhetorical deficiencies of some presentations of fact, may be important ingredients in intellectual virtue. Some people seem to have, as a natural endowment, better powers of imagination than others. But the study by Miller et al. suggests that the capacity to have vivid mental images can be enhanced by education. (This might be accomplished, in part, by the study of great prose and poetic literature, and the enhancement of one’s intel​lectual powers by this means would justify such study in a general curriculum designed to promote personal intellectual excellence.) Rhetorical powers (the ability to produce evocative thought and language) and a broad emotional receptivity (the ability to respond to such language) might be dual and correlated aims of a genuinely liberal education.


We have seen that the strong immediacy of perception involved in emotions can not only enhance the grasp of truth, but can also obscure it and make falsehood compelling to those whose perspective is deficient. Rhetoric is in the interest of this strong immediacy. Those who wield it must do so carefully and responsibly, and those who receive it must be discerning. So once again, intellectual and emotional virtue involves not only emotional receptivity, but also the ability to stand back from emotion, so as to evaluate and manage it.

5.3.2 Past History of Fear Conditioning


As a result of differing personal histories, people differ from one another in the intensity and object-range of their fears. Such a history is likely to have left one with fear-dispositions that are at least partly irrational. In varying degrees we all suffer thus, in our life of judgment, from the ravages of our past, as we profit from its healthy instruction. But that past has also endowed most of us with an ability to judge, dissociate from, and control our fears, and part of the burden of being a morally and intellectually responsible person is to exercise those powers diligently.

5.3.3 Evolutionary Preparedness


We come pre-programmed to fear — or easily to learn to fear — certain kinds of objects, such as snakes, large spiders, and precipices. In the situations of life, the judgments that would be produced automatically by such fears sometimes have to be stopped, in the interest either of truth or of some practice. Practices, with their associated judgments, that run carefully contrary to these fears, such as snake-handling, roofing, and mountain climbing, tend to weaken the fear-reaction and thus to bring it into closer conformity with the truth about the attendant dangers. We learn, for example, to fear certain kinds of spiders and snakes, and to have a merely healthy respect for the rest of their tribes. Similarly, we are “naturally” unafraid of certain real dangers, such as infections, poisoning by tasteless chemicals, and moral and intellectual vice, and must learn to fear them. 

5.4 Socio-Political Factors


Slovic, Flynn, and Mertz (1994) found that about 30% of the White Male American population judge risks from various hazards such as cigarette smoking, blood transfusions, ozone depletion, medical X-rays, auto accidents, and nuclear power plants to be quite a bit less than the rest of the American population. Slovic speculates: 

Perhaps [certain] white males see less risk in the world because they create, manage, control, and benefit from many of the major technologies and activities. Perhaps women and non-White men see the world as more dangerous because in many ways they are more vulnerable, because they benefit less from many of its technologies and institutions, and because they have less power and control over what happens in their communities and their lives (Slovic 1999, 693). 

Slovic is saying that these White males may be roughly right in their judgments of these risks insofar as they are risks to themselves. Many of the hazards in the list are less hazardous to persons of privilege and power than to others. But the judgments they were asked to make were about levels of risk to society. If this is the case, then the white male population suffers epistemically from a tendency to confuse risk-levels to others with risk-levels to themselves. This is an epistemically vicious subjectivism, and seems to stem from a kind of egoism or narcissism whose symptom is an inability or lack of disposition to empathize with others, to put oneself imaginatively in their place, to take others seriously into consideration. Egoism is usually thought to be a moral failing, but here we see how it can be an intellectual failing as well, a disability to make accurate judgments. It seems also to be a broadly emotional failing, insofar as it seems to turn on not caring very much about risks, as long as they are not risks to oneself. Again, Slovic’s data do not imply that emotional perception of risk is not correct, but rather that getting one’s risk-judgments right depends significantly on a correct emotional formation. 


If emotions are concern-based construals, then moral emotions are construals that are based on moral concerns. This way of seeing the relation between emotions and morality welcomes a much larger range of emotions into the moral club than is usual for philosophers. Usually, the moral emotions are anger and guilt (Rawls, 1972; Gibbard, 1990): anger at those who transgress against oneself and one’s own, and guilt about one’s own transgressions against others. But if moral emotions are any emotions based on moral concerns, then joy, gratitude, relief, hope, shame, fear, grief, sadness, compassion, and revulsion, among others, may be moral. And if emotions have the importance for judgments that I have claimed in this paper, then any of these emotions, if they are genuinely and properly moral, can be the basis for the insightfulness, truth, justification, and understanding of moral judgments. 

6 Conclusion: The Epistemic Potential of Moral Emotions about Risk


Sabine Roeser (Roeser 2006, 696) comments that if someone knows that a rich capitalist is violating her rights by building a dangerous chemical factory in her neighborhood because she is poor and can’t defend herself, but feels no anger about this, something is wrong with her judgment. By the same token, we would think that if the rich capitalist knows that what he is doing is wrong, but feels no guilt about it, something is wrong with his judgment as well. In this paper I have tried to show how and why this is so. The problem with both judgments is not that they are untrue or unjustified, but that the subjects lack a certain essential kind of understanding in their judgments, a certain insight into their truth. In the case of anger, the emotion supplies a strong immediate impression of the injustice in its badness in connection with the badness of the perpetrator; in the case of guilt, the immediate impression is the same, except that the perpetrator is oneself. (I am not saying that a person must feel the emotion each time he makes the judgment, to qualify as having this understanding and insight; understanding and insight can be dispositional, so he needs only to be able to feel it, and to feel it sometimes.)


Let me end this paper by pointing out that the other moral emotions can play a similar role. Thus if the neighborhood and its friends have battled the construction of the dangerous factory, and win the battle, those who have worked for this end will feel joy, thus having a strong impression of the good that has been wrought; or relief, thus having a strong impression of the end of their worry and toil; or gratitude for the help they have received, thus having a strong impression of their indebtedness for this benefit and the gracious goodness of the benefactor; of hope, thus having a strong impression of the better future of the neighborhood. If the battle turns out badly, then the moral emotions, in addition to anger, will be such ones as disappointment, regret, and grief. These too will be moral emotions, because they spring from and express a moral concern; and they will present in their subjects’ experience the darker aspects of the situation. These emotions other than ones belonging in the fear-family are only incidentally, or indirectly, about risk. 
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