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The Role of Emotion in Reason

And Its Implications for Computer Ethics

By John M. Artz

Although it is difficult to find it written down anywhere, there is a prevailing belief that decisions should be made based on reason rather than emotions. The unfortunate and unwarranted implication is that emotions have no place in reasoning. While there is some basis for this widely held belief, it completely misses the subtle and important relationship between reasoning and emotions. This becoming particularly troublesome when one observes that stories are more likely to invoke an emotional response than an intellectual one. After sorting out their emotional reactions, readers may refine an intellectual response, but their emotional reaction is primary. Hence, if emotion has no place in reasoning, then stories have no place in computer ethics.  

There is, of course, some basis for the belief that emotions get in the way of reasoning. For example, if you loose your temper in the middle of an argument and start flinging ad homonym remarks at your opponent, most rational people would not consider you as having advanced your position. Most would say that you lost the argument when you lost your temper.

Another obvious example can be found in advertising where emotional appeals are often used to cloud the reasoning of consumers. We purchase status, social acceptance, quality of life, and the possibility of meaningful relationships in the form of automobiles, deodorant, toothpaste, beer and jewelry. A dispassionate observer would easily see that when you buy deodorant, all you are getting is deodorant. If you want social acceptance, you would have to do other things. However, this perspective is often lost on a viewer who is caught up in the emotional appeal of the advertisement. 

This can easily be turned around, however, to show how reasoning clouds emotions. Perhaps a gifted piano player was brought up with the belief that music is a frivolous, unproductive activity. This person may secretly enjoy producing beautiful music while feeling guilty about being frivolous and unproductive. Again, a dispassionate observer may claim that this person should not feel guilty, and perhaps should feel great joy and satisfaction. However, this reaction is lost upon the poor piano player who only feels guilt over wasting time. In this case, reasoning has interfered with an appropriate emotional response. Yet, few people would make the claim that reasoning has no place in emotions. 

At the extremes, reasoning can interfere with appropriate emotional responses, and emotions can interfere with clear-headed reasoning. However, in the middle where most of life occurs reasoning and emotions inform each other. Reasoning helps us to refine our emotions and emotions help us to evaluate and validate our reasoning. In order to see this more clearly we need to see how both our reasoning and our emotions are means to understand the world around us, but either one by itself is incomplete. 

Emotions are Judgements About the World

There is considerable debate about the exact nature of emotions. The philosopher Robert Solomon offers one very useful observation that ‘emotions are judgements about the world’. If you are walking down a path in the woods and it is getting dark, you might start to get a little nervous and walk a little faster. If you hear an unfamiliar noise or a rustling in the leaves your heart will begin to beat a little faster as you experience the emotional reaction of fear. This fear is a judgement about the world in which you have judged your current situation as unsafe. You did not arrive at this judgement through a rational process. Specifically, you did not think – “It is dark and hungry animals or possibly monsters come out when it is dark. I just heard a noise that I cannot identify and therefore there could be a hungry animal near me. If I walk a little faster, I might get away before the animal gets me. If I am wrong then all I have done is walk a little faster. If I am right, I might be eaten. Hence, it is logical and reasonable for me to walk faster.” In fact, you probably didn’t think at all. You just felt scared and increased your pace. If asked later why you were walking so quickly you might come up with a reasonable explanation. But that reasonable explanation is certainly constructed after the fact.

Lazarus and Lazarus add the additional insight that “one general principle operating in any emotion is that there must be a goal at stake for an emotion to be aroused.” In the preceding example, the goal of course is to stay alive or at least to stay out of harm’s way. Suppose that in the previous example you were in the woods looking for a lost child. The rustling sound may result in excitement, relief, or happiness instead of fear as the possibility of a hungry animal is replaced by the possibility of a found child. So emotions are not only judgements, they are goal oriented judgements. Simply because neither the goals nor the linkages between the current situation and the goal have been articulated does not diminish the fact that our emotions present us with a nonverbal preconscious assessment of our current situation.

Emotional Judgments can be refined

We know that seemingly rational judgments are not always reliable. By employing logical fallacies we can lead an unwitting person to an erroneous conclusion that appears to be rationally sound. Even in scientific research we employ heuristics that, hopefully, prevent us from making erroneous conclusions about the implications of our data. For example, if I take a large sample of people and weigh them once a week for ten years, I might conclude two things: that the pull of gravity is stronger in the winter and that the pull of gravity is increasing over time. 

There is nothing in the formal process of deduction that will prevent me from drawing those conclusions. It is, instead, the refinement process that prevents me from making this error. In research methods class, I may have studied shadow variables or confounding influences. In presenting my paper to peers, I may have been challenged on these conclusions. In trying to apply this conjecture to other objects such as rocks, I may have found that it did not hold up. We know that rational reasoning alone is not reliable so we build a process of refinement around it that will, hopefully, catch the most egregious errors.

We also know that emotional judgments are not reliable, yet we make little effort to refine the process of making emotional judgments. I attended a stress management class several years ago where the instructor claimed that one of the main causes of unnecessary stress in the office is misinterpretation of the thoughts and motives of others. Let’s say that you are sitting at your desk during lunch reading the paper. Your boss walks by and makes a face of some kind. You interpret the facial expression as disapproval. Either he doesn’t like you to eat at your desk. Or he doesn’t like you reading the newspaper. Or he just doesn’t like you and is planning to get rid of you as soon as possible. It may turn out that he had burritos for lunch and the grimace had everything to do with the burrito and nothing to do with you. So the stress management experts tell us not draw erroneous judgments like these because they increase our levels of stress unnecessarily. 

Unfortunately, there are few examples beyond stress management where we attempt to refine out emotional judgments about the world. When we are happy, we rarely analyze the circumstances to determine whether or not we should be happy. In our many relationships with other people we rarely evaluate our feeling through independent corroborative data. When a relationship fails we are much more likely to just try and forget the #!@* rather than evaluate our emotions and determine whether or not we made good judgments.  However, emotions are judgments about the world, and as such can be refined. And the refinement as with rational judgments is simply in the process. We need to identify the sources of erroneous emotional judgments and we need to continually evaluate our judgment to improve them.

Purely Rational Judgments are Often Incomplete
Perhaps we have conceded at this point that emotions are judgments about the world and that they can be refined. The obvious question is “So What?” Why do we care and why should we bother to make an effort refining our emotional judgments. From a strictly personal level, making better judgments about the world improves our ability to survive and succeed in the world. However, from a philosophical standpoint, emotional judgments are important because purely rational judgments are incomplete.

A classic argument used to discredit utilitarian ethics proves this point beautifully.  Utilitarian ethics says that a person should act in such a way as to produce the greatest amount of happiness for the greatest number of people.  On the face of it this seems like a reasonable rule to live by.  However, consider a situation when we have six people in a hospital needing organ transplants each with only a short time to live if they do not receive the needed organs.  One person needs a heart, two need kidneys, one needs a liver, and one needs a lung. Further consider that a perfectly health person walks into the hospital with a perfectly healthy heart, liver, kidneys, and lungs. Should we sacrifice the healthy person to save the lives of the six dying people. The utilitarian argument says yes. It would create a greater amount of happiness for a greater number of people. Yet regardless of how logically sound the argument may be, we recoil with repulsion at the idea of sacrificing a healthy person. We may try to come up with logical arguments to justify our repulsion, but our emotional reaction is primary and without it our rational argument would be faulty. Thus emotional judgments are necessary to keep us from making erroneous rational judgments.

Damsio describes the case of a young  man who after suffering damage to part of his brain, was no longer able to feel emotions. The unexpected side effect of this malady was that he was also unable to make good decisions or assign importance to competing tasks. He seemed normal in every other way and seems to have his intellectual facilities fully intact. Yet he seemed no longer able to feel emotions and as a result he was unable to functions as a normal person. When we make a decision we evaluate alternatives. If we are unable to feel emotions we are unable to place values on the different alternatives. If we cannot place values on the different alternatives then there is no difference between the alternatives and decision making becomes seriously flawed. Hence, without emotions, rational decision making may not be possible.

Emotions provide meaning

Meaning in life is derived emotionally, not rationally. When we attach significance to something we attach feelings not conclusions. Even the most ardent rationalist pursues knowledge because it is satisfying or because it feels good to discover things. Emotions drive us in our quest for knowledge and without the feelings that we derive from pursuing knowledge we would not pursue it. Emotions make our lives meaningful and the constant pursuit of meaning is the driving force behind our pursuit of knowledge. Hence, without our emotional responses, there would not be any reason to do anything.

So, if emotions are the driving force behind our pursuit of knowledge, then emotions should play a role in the decisions that we make regarding what knowledge to pursue and what to do with the knowledge once we have obtained it. Rationalism with its carefully developed processes can only tell us what is. Emotion is required in the reasoning process to tell us what should be.

The Role of Stories

A good story about an ethical issue is much more likely to draw an emotional response that an intellectual one, whereas an abstract analysis is more likely to yield an intellectual response. Ultimately, ethical decisions are emotional decisions because they embody human values. For this reason, examining ethical from a purely rational perspective misses the point. 
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