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Passionate Judgements in Philosophical Counselling      Peter Raabe 

 

Again BW is close to tears.   
‘I don’t know why I feel like crying whenever someone is just being friendly 
with me.  It’s so embarrassing and it makes no sense.  Am I being 
completely irrational, or maybe crazy?  It’s very frustrating, but I can’t help 
it.  I’ve come to the point where I’m just about ready to give up.’ 
 

It is not uncommon for a psychoanalyst or psychotherapist to encounter a scenario 
similar to the one above in which the patient presents an uncontrollable emotional 
experience for which there seems to be no apparent cause.  The patient approaches the 
therapist with the expectation that the therapist will eventually find the cause, whether 
physiological or psychological, and will then arrange a suitable treatment.   

The philosophical counsellor, on the other hand, might be faced with a similarly 
emotionally distraught client who, rather than expecting a remedy, will apologise to the 
counsellor for presenting an emotional problem which the client supposes is 
inappropriate in a philosophical counselling situation.  So-called folk wisdom typically 
conceives of emotion as the absolute antithesis to rationality, and since philosophers are 
believed to be functioning at the pinnacle of rationality the client therefore assumes that 
an emotional problem is beyond the competency of a philosophical counsellor.  But this 
assumption is based on a fairly common and problematic preconception about the 
relationship between the emotions and rationality. 

Throughout most of recorded history the emotions have not only been described as 
different in kind from rationality but the emotions and rationality have been attributed to 
different segments of the population, with the emotions being portrayed as belonging 
primarily to women and children, and rationality to men.  While readers of this essay will 
no doubt say,  ‘I don’t believe in the separation of rationality and emotion between men 
and women’, it is very likely that most readers will in fact assume that the person referred 
to as ‘BW’ at the beginning of this essay is probably female.  Two things should be noted:  
First, the assumption that BW is female is very likely based on the feeling that this is the 
case - illustrating how easily feelings can interfere with reasoning; and second, while it is 
reasonable to think of the above quote as not necessarily belonging to either a man or a 
woman the usual feeling that BW is not a man occurs because of the reference to tears, 
crying, feelings, making no sense, irrationality, frustration, and giving up.  These are not 
commonly held to be characteristic of a man.  It is women’s personalities which are 
believe to be interlaced with the affective (emotional) domain; men are supposed to be 
solidly welded to the intellect and rationality.

1
  But the corollary of this dichotomy is that 

women, by virtue of their supposed greater emotionality, are therefore often deemed to 
be predominantly irrational.  This raises the question: are the emotions irrational?  And is 
an emotional problem an irrational problem?  The answers to these questions have 
important ramifications for a number of approaches in psychotherapy and for the entire 
field of philosophical counselling.   

 

                                            
NOTES 
 
1. See, for example, Jean Grimshaw (1986) Philosophy and Feminist Thinking.  
Minneapolis:  University of Minnesota Press.  195-204.  See also Ross Poole  ‘Morality, 
Masculinity and the Market’, Radical Philosophy.  No. 39, Spring 1985. 
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Therapists and counsellors are well aware of the fact that for a young person the 
experience of an emotion may simply be the result of raging hormones.  Teenagers are 
prone to irrational fits of crying, euphoria, and anger for which no explanations will be 
found in an examination of life events.  Such emotions are physiological in origin and can 
only be understood in terms of causal explanations.  Therapists and counsellors also 
know that not all teenage emotions are irrational, that most individuals eventually outgrow 
the irrationality of their youth, and that troubling emotions experienced by an adult are 
more likely to be philosophical or conceptual in nature than biological.  But if the mature 
emotions associated with adult philosophical or cognitive problems are not biological in 
origin how are they to be explained?  Interestingly it is the ongoing empirical research 
that has been done in the social sciences - particularly cognitive science and psychology 
- that has generated the most intriguing theories of the emotions. 

 

Emotions explained 

 
There have been three stages in recent attempts to understand emotions:  they have 

been characterised as simple physical arousal, as physical arousal plus interpretation, 
and finally as ‘thought full’.

2
 

In the nineteenth century American philosopher and psychologist William James 
proposed that an emotion is simply the perception of a visceral or gut reaction to a 
stimulus.  His conception was in line with theories of the emotions held much earlier by 
Descartes

3
 and Kant.4  At about the same time that James was writing, a Danish 

psychologist named Carl Lange developed a similar theory but maintained that an 
emotion was the experience of vascular changes, that is changes in blood pressure 
throughout the body.  But in 1929 psychologist Walter B. Cannon countered the James-
Lange theory by pointing out that when the viscera was surgically separated from the 
central nervous system it did not alter the emotional behaviour of the individual.  Cannon 
argued that emotions, rather than being felt viscerally, were in fact the thalamus causing 
a discharge of the autonomic nervous system which caused the feelings associated with 
the concomitant increased heart rate, faster breathing, perspiration, and other 
physiological changes.  These theories stressed physical arousal as both the cause and 
the defining characteristic of all emotions.  This exclusively physical model of the 
emotions was the standard for more than seventy years.   

But in the 1960s psychologist Stanley Schachter proposed a ‘two-factor attribution 
theory of the emotions’.  He maintained that emotions depend on a change in somatic 
arousal as well as some sort of cognitive interpretation.  Schachter maintained that an 
emotion is not only an individual’s perception of the activation of personal physiological 
changes but that this is combined with an individual’s causal interpretation which she 
imagines will explain her own experiences and her own and others’ behaviour.  In other 
words, if asked, a person would respond with a description of her feelings as well as a 
conjectural cause of those feelings.  Unfortunately carefully controlled psychology 
experiments proceeded to demonstrate how inaccurate the reasoning of an individual 
actually is when attempting to explain the cause of an emotion.   

 

                                            
2. The following account is condensed from Arlyne Lazerson (ed.) (1975) Psychology 
Today:  An Introduction.  New York:  Random House.  339-345. 
3. ‘Treatise on the Passions of the Soul’ in The Philosophical Works of Descartes (E. 
Haladane and G. R. T. Ross trans.) (1948).  Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press,. 
4.  See The Encyclopedia of Philosophy (1967).  New York:  Macmillan.  Vol. 1, p. 480.  
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During this same time period Magda Arnold conducted a scholarly review of the major 
psychological theories of her day concerning the emotions.  In her published report she 
hypothesised that, while most of the prevailing theories postulated that bodily changes 
simply are emotions or that bodily changes cause emotions, it may be the case that 
neither is actually true, but rather that both bodily changes and emotions are the effects 
of something else entirely.  Arnold analysed what had been described by other theorists 
as the constituent events in the experience of an emotion and discovered that these 
events form a fairly consistent sequence.  The first step is the actual perception (or the 
imagining) of a person, object, or event;  the second, and perhaps most important, step is 
the appraisal of what is perceived;  only then comes the emotion as such and the 
accompanying bodily changes.  Finally there may be an intention to act and a 
subsequent action.  In effect what Arnold did - and many philosophers agree with

5
 - is 

identify the reasoning behind the emotions.  That is, Arnold’s theory of emotion described 
a continuous process of reaction and appraisal.  She argued that emotional behaviour is  
‘thought full’ in contraposition to the prevailing physical model in which an emotion was 
said to be merely a corporeal response or a purely visceral reaction.  The conclusion she 
reached was that scientific research data strongly suggested that emotions are 
undeniably rational.

6
   

But it could be argued that if the emotions fall within any definition of rationality then it 
must be the case that rationality has been too broadly construed.  This raises the 
question: can there be an acceptable description of rationality that would include, for 
example, the emotional distress experienced by BW? 

 

What does it mean to be rational? 

Rationality may be said to be a normative account of reasoning.
7
  That is, reasoning 

is rational when it conforms to some defined set of criteria.  Philosopher and cognitive 
research scientist Alvin Goldman suggests that the criteria on which rationality is based 
should include at least the following three conditions: first, a person’s judgements should 
conform to the principles of probability.  That is, a person is thinking rationally when she 
considers the likelihood of various scenarios, prioritises them, and then gives greater 
weight to those at the top of the list.  Second, a person is rational when her belief is well 
supported by the total evidence she has at that time.  And third, for a person to be 
rational her beliefs must have an internal consistency; they must be logically non-
contradictory.

8
   

Unfortunately there are many problems with this list.  For example, research in 
cognitive science has demonstrated that human beings are generally notoriously bad at 
correctly evaluating probability.

9
  Does this mean that human beings are therefore 

generally irrational?  Furthermore, the total evidence a person has at a given time may 

                                            
5. Some examples are Plato, Epictetus, Aristotle, Thomas Aquinas, Thomas Hobbes, 
John Locke, Jean-Paul Sartre, and Robert Solomon. 
6 For an in-depth discussion of the interaction between cognition and neurobiology in 
emotions see Antonio R. Damasio’s book Descartes’ Error  (New York:  G. P. Putnam’s 
Sons, 1994),  especially chapter 7, ‘Emotions and Feelings’. 
7. For a good discussion of counselling and rationality see William O’Donohue and Jason 
S. Vass, ‘What is an Irrational Belief?’ in W. O’Donohue and R. F. Kitchener (eds) (1996) 
The Philosophy of Psychology. London:  Sage Publications.  304-316. 
8. Adapted from Alvin Goldman (1993) Philosophical Applications of Cognitive Science.  
Boulder:  Westview Press.  9-32. 
9. Ibid., 30. 
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include information that has been forgotten but is still located in the memory.  Is a person 
irrational when he fails to take into consideration vital information that he would have 
included if he had been reminded of it?  And finally, it has been demonstrated that the 
condition of internal consistency is extremely difficult for human beings to meet.

10
  In fact 

it is not uncommon for individuals to live happy lives despite the fact that a rigorous 
examination of their beliefs would show evidence of multiple inconsistencies.  But despite 
these problems, employing the criteria of probability, evidence, and consistency is at 
least a fairly serviceable method in determining whether someone’s reasoning ought to 
be considered rational.   

Goldman also warns that when it comes to reasoning about ourselves, we all have 
tendencies toward epistemic irrationality.  That is, our ideas about ourselves don’t 
necessarily conform to the objective truth of the matter.11  For example, a woman may 
believe that her ability to play golf is far greater than her actual game scores indicate, or 
a man may believe that he is more honest than common opinion within his community 
would have it.  Goldman points out that this sort of self-deception is completely rational 
from a prudential or pragmatic perspective.  Fooling ourselves into thinking we are better 
athletes or better moral agents than we are helps us to cope with a challenging world.  In 
other words, our subjective beliefs don’t always have to match objective facts in order to 
be rational.  The philosophical counsellor who has BW for a client would therefore have 
to ask herself: in evaluating whether BW’s emotions are rational should I use an objective 
or a subjective measure as the standard?   

If the philosophical counsellor chooses to evaluate rationality by objective standards 
she will then be faced with a significant additional problem.  In requiring the condition of 
consistency as one of the criteria for rationality the counsellor must take into 
consideration not only the internal consistency of the client’s beliefs but also the 
relationship between the client’s beliefs and the external world.  External consistency - 
and therefore rationality - is defined not only by a simple one-to-one correspondence 
between the client’s beliefs and the existence of external objects but by the relationship 
between the client’s own beliefs and such factors as his cultural milieu, the prevailing 
religious belief system, commonly accepted family values, the contemporary zeitgeist, 
and even his sex.   

For example, it would have been completely irrational for a medieval European 
peasant to believe he could one day become the owner of an estate if he simply worked 
hard enough, and yet today it is considered rational for a man to believe that if he works 
hard enough he may one day become the president of the United States of America.  It 
seems that for a goal to be rational it must be achievable within the cultural limitations of 
the specific time period during which the goal is pursued.  Therefore, the peasant’s goal 
of becoming a landowner seems far less rational than the US citizen’s goal to become 
president because the cultural limitations on a peasant living in medieval times were far 
greater than they are for a person living in the US today.  In fact the peasant would have 
been so conditioned to simply accept the rigid hierarchical structure of his medieval 
culture that the thought of becoming a landlord would probably never even have crossed 
his mind.  Furthermore, a goal which is only achievable in principle seems less rational as 
a personal goal than a goal which is achievable in actuality.  This means that a black, 
female citizen’s goal of becoming president of the United States, although achievable in 
principle, clearly seems less rational than if her goal was merely to become president of a 

                                            
10. Christopher Cherniak (1986) Minimal Rationality. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press/ 
Bradford Books. 
11. Goldman, 16. 
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local service club.  But does it even make sense to use terms like more rational and less 
rational?  

Anyone who has ever practised philosophical counselling will know that with every 
client suffering from emotional distress the counsellor is put in the position of having to 
determine not only whether that client’s emotions are rational or not, but to what degree 
they are reasonable.  For example, anger may be a perfectly rational emotion in a 
particular situation, but the level of anger experienced by a client in that situation may be 
unreasonable given an accurate assessment of the circumstances.  Philosophical 
counselling helps individuals assess their circumstances and determine the 
reasonableness of an emotion.  The process on which this determination is based is 
hermeneutic.   

 

Hermeneutics of emotions 

Philosophical counselling is in large part hermeneutic.
12

  That is, the philosophical 
counsellor tries to interpret not only the intended meaning of the ‘text’ of what the client 
says but the counsellor and client also attempt to develop a mutual understanding of the 
significance of the client’s experiences as those experiences relate to the problem at 
hand.  This interpretation is not particularly based on how closely it matches some kind of 
objective truth but rather, as psychotherapists Jerome and Julia Frank explain,  ‘[Most 
important is] the interpretation’s fruitfulness - its beneficial consequences for the patient’s 
ability to function and for the patient’s sense of well-being.’13 

  This instrumental approach to the interpretation of the client’s experiences, and the 
one that seems to be most appropriate to emotional distress in a philosophical 
counselling situation, is the ‘transformation of a puzzling, indeterminate situation into one 
that is sufficiently unified to enable warranted assertion or coherent action.’

14
  But in 

order to help BW develop a sense of well-being it is necessary that a hermeneutic 
interpretation of his concerns includes coming to a conclusion regarding the rationality of 
the emotions expressed.  For most clients the decision as to whether their emotions are 
rational or irrational is a judgement call that has already been made by that client himself.  
It is the belief in the irrationality of his emotions that motivates a client to seek counselling 
in the first place.   

Recall that BW wonders aloud whether the counsellor believes his emotion in a 
particular situation is irrational.  During the course of counselling BW might reveal the 
following:  BW was adopted into a family at a young age.  The step-parents clearly 
favoured their several biological offspring over BW.  As a child this gave BW a sense that 
he was not as good or deserving of attention as the other children, and this feeling of 
unworthiness has persisted into adulthood.  Yet at the same time BW believes that he 
was a good child and that he has led a decent life.  He cannot think of what he might 
have done that led his adoptive parents to hold him in such low regard.  Now whenever 
anyone shows the slightest interest in him, or offers him the simplest kindness, BW finds 
himself immediately moved to tears.  An appropriate place for a philosophical counsellor 

                                            
12. For a discussion of the importance of hermeneutics in philosophical counselling see 
my book Philosophical Counseling: Theory and Practice, Westport, Conn.:  Praeger, 
2000. 
13. Jerome D. Frank and Julia B. Frank (1991) Persuasion and Healing.  Baltimore:  
Johns Hopkins University Press. 72. 
14. Ted Honderich (ed.) (1995) The Oxford Companion to Philosophy.  Oxford:  Oxford 
University Press.  197.  See also William James (1995) Pragmatism.  New York:  Dover 
Publications.  23. 
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to begin work on the puzzle of BW’s seemingly irrational emotions is to help him develop 
a better understanding of his life’s events with a hermeneutic inquiry.  After this has been 
completed BW’s emotions may be examined in light of the criteria of rationality presented 
above.   

The criterion of probability might say that BW’s feeling that he is probably unworthy as 
an adult is indeed a rational judgement if it is based purely on how his adoptive parents 
treated him.  But this is a monumental ‘if’.  The evidence criterion will demonstrate that 
BW’s low self-esteem is based on reasonable evidence, namely the evaluation of highly 
respected authority figures (the adoptive parents) which indicates that he is worth less 
than other children.  The problem is that this evidence is some twenty years old.  Basing 
his self-evaluation on this evidence does not necessarily make BW’s conclusions about 
his worthiness irrational but it clearly makes it outdated.  The adoptive parents’ obsolete 
evaluation of him is in all likelihood contradictory to the current evaluation of him by his 
spouse, his friends, and his co-workers.  In that case his present beliefs about himself 
violate the consistency criterion and, by definition, his emotions are therefore irrational.   

But there seems to be something wrong with saying that an adult who still suffers 
from the emotional neglect or abuse he received as a child is just being irrational.  It may 
in a sense be analytically correct to say so, but it also seems absolutely reasonable and 
certainly understandable that BW feels strong emotions whenever a situation comes up 
which confronts his mixed up self-image.  The crucial point is that an emotion is only 
irrational if one of two conditions exist: (1) if the emotion is inconsistent with the 
perceptions and appraisals it is based on, or (2) if the beliefs with which an emotion is 
associated are also irrational.  David Hume made this point more than two centuries ago 
when he said,  ‘A passion must be accompanied with some false judgement in order to 
its being unreasonable; and even then it is not the passion, properly speaking which is 
unreasonable, but the judgement.’

15
  This philosophical assertion has now been 

corroborated with data from research done in psychology.
16

   
In BW’s case it can be said that his emotions are in fact completely rational since they 

are consistent with his confused beliefs about himself and with the anguish he feels when 
others acknowledge his worthiness contrary to his negative beliefs about himself.  It is his 
belief of low self-worth which is irrational since the most probable state of affairs  (that he 
is indeed worthy) is prioritised too low on his hypothetical list of probabilities, the initial 
evidence of his low worth is outdated, the available evidence indicating his worthiness is 
ignored  (his family, friends, and co-workers say he is worthy), and his belief about his 
unworthiness is inconsistent with his own feeling that he is in fact worthy  (internal, self-
defensive) and with the affirmations of his significant others  (external).    

 

Conclusion 

An emotion is not necessarily irrational.  This means that even if women were indeed 
more emotional than men it would not lead to the conclusion that they are therefore more 
irrational.  Cognitive science and psychology have proposed a number of theories of the 
emotions.  Currently the most widely accepted theory among both social scientists and 
philosophers is that emotions are precipitated by beliefs that are in turn based on 

                                            
15. Hume, David. ‘A Treatise of Human Nature.’  Hume Moral and Political Philosophy.  
Henry D. Aiken, ed.  New York:  Hafner Press, 1975.  26. 
16. See for example The Rationality of Emotions by Ronald de Sousa   (Cambridge 
Mass.: MIT Press, 1995),  and ‘Typical Emotions’ by Aaron Ben-Ze’ev in The Philosophy 
of Psychology, edited by William O’Donohue and Richard F. Kitchener  (London:  Sage 
Publications, 1996.  227-242). 
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perceptions and their appraisal.  It is commonly held that affective processes are actually 
also cognitive in nature, that there is a unity of affect and cognition, of feelings and ideas.  
In order to determine whether an emotion is in fact rational it is necessary to first define 
rationality.  One serviceable method is to define a belief as rational when it meets the 
criteria of probability, evidence, and consistency, despite the problems inherent in each. 
The determination of the extent of an emotion’s rationality can be aided by means of a 
careful hermeneutic.  Since an emotion is based on an underlying belief, the rationality of 
an emotion is thereby determined not only by its consistency with that belief but with the 
primary rationality of that belief.  Furthermore, the rationality of an individual’s emotions is 
also tied to external factors such as the cultural milieu of the day, prevailing religious 
beliefs and values, the contemporary zeitgeist, and so on, as well as the emotion’s 
instrumental value.  

Clearly then, in philosophical counselling the answer to the question of whether an 
emotion is rational - and, concomitantly, whether the distressed client is being irrational - 
cannot be based solely on an analytic scrutiny of the connection between the client’s 
emotions and his beliefs, or the rationality of the underlying beliefs in isolation.  It calls for 
an empathetic alliance between the counsellor and the client in which a respectful yet 
heuristic atmosphere is developed that will facilitate a serious ‘therapy of the soul’.

17
  

After all, philosophical counselling is not simply the academic analysis of a hypothetical 
dilemma: it is an attempt to both understand and alleviate the suffering of a fellow human 
being.     
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17. Pierre Hadot discusses the fact that the Stoics and Epicureans considered 
philosophy to be therapy for the soul in his Philosophy as a Way of Life  (Oxford:  
Blackwell, 1995.  82-84).  
      I am grateful to the two anonymous referees who suggested changes to improve of 
an earlier version of this paper. 
 


