
 

 
 http://www.practical-philosophy.org.uk                                              33 

If You Say That I’m Over-Reacting, I’ll 

Scream!’ – How the Concept of  Over-

Reaction Undermines the Examined Life1  
         

                                                           
1 I thank the anonymous referees for their kind and extraordinarily helpful comments. 

             Dona  Warren 
 

1.  The Concept of Over-Reaction 
 

The woman in my office was crying. She was 

crying because her friend had referred to her as 

neurotic, because that had hurt her feelings, and 

because her feelings being hurt proved the truth of 

the remark. She was over-reacting and she knew it. 

Surely I, as a philosopher, could help her to be 

more rational. Surely I, as a philosopher, could 

help her not to feel so much.  

  

For reasons which I’m confident are obvious to 

you, this struck me as an odd request, one parasitic 

upon the sad and thread-bare dichotomy between 

reason and emotion that’s often, and unfairly, 

attributed to philosophy.  Even more than this, 

however, it was the woman’s horror of over-

reaction that arrested my attention, that, and the 

role that this concept was playing in her attempts 

at self-examination. In the mouth of this woman, 

the notion’s customary condemnatory force was 

overwhelming, oppressive, unanswerable – 

imprisoning her in a solipsistic universe of her own 

affective states, casting her emotions as the 

psychological equivalent of an auto-immune 

dysfunction, stripping them of reference to 

anything outside themselves, reducing her distress 

to a silent, Munchian scream.  

 

The notion of over-reaction is widely invoked as an 

explanatory concept in folk psychology.  Despite its 

influence, however, the concept has yet to receive 

serious attention. What do people mean when they 

claim that somebody is over-reacting? At a first 

pass, we may distinguish between emotional over-

reactions, and over-reactions of action, or 

behaviour. If a man becomes enraged upon being 

stopped by a police officer, for instance, we might 

call that an emotional over-reaction. If he files a 

complaint with the chief of police and threatens to 

sue the department, we might call that an over-

reaction of action. Because philosophical 

counsellors are more often concerned with mental 

states than actions, and because over-reactions of 

action presumably stem from mental states in any 

event, I will restrict my attention to emotional over-

reactions.  

 

Within the category of emotional over-reactions, we can 

again discern two distinct senses in which the concept is 

used. First, it may be employed for strictly descriptive 

purposes, to indicate that an emotional response is 

significantly more intense or pronounced than the 

emotional reaction which most people would 

experience under the same objectively described 

circumstances. It’s important to objectively describe the 

circumstances under which the emotion is exhibited 

because that’s the only way we can ensure, or 

reasonably imagine, that other individuals are under the 

same circumstances.  You and I can both be stopped in 

traffic for 15 minutes and we can both be late for a 

business meeting, and so it makes sense to imagine that 

we share such a plight.  It makes less sense to imagine 

that you share my basic subjective psychological make-

up (if you did then in some sense you’d be me) and so to 

incorporate subjective elements, like ‘being easily upset’ 

into the description of the circumstances under which 

the emotion was exhibited would vitiate the 

intersubjectivity necessary for any interpersonal 

comparison.  

 

Examples of descriptive over-reaction are relatively easy 

to come by.  A woman who panics when being 

confronted by a toy gun, the man who’s outraged upon 

being stopped by the police, the woman devastated by 

the charge of neuroticism, and a person morbidly 

shamed by the realization that he’s parked in a space 

reserved for someone else, may all exhibit over-reaction 

in the descriptive sense. Just as people who weigh more 

than the statistical mean depart from the average size 



Practical Philosophy                   Spring 2002

  

 
34                                   http://www.practical-philosophy.org.uk 

and may be recognized as doing so without any 

judgement attaching to that deviation, people can 

experience an emotion with greater than average 

intensity, and be described as over-reacting, without any 

normative implications.  

 

The second sense of ‘over-reaction,’ on the other hand, is 

distinctively, and negatively, evaluative. To over-react in 

this normative sense is to undergo an emotional 

response that’s  significantly more intense or 

pronounced than the emotional reaction which most 

people would experience under the same objectively 

defined circumstances (i.e. to over-react in the 

descriptive sense) and to exhibit a  failure of rationality or 

propriety  in so reacting. Although descriptive over-

reaction, as a component of evaluative over-reaction, is 

the logically prior notion, the normative concept of over-

reaction is undoubtedly more prevalent, just as the 

normative characterization of ‘fat’ is logically dependent 

upon but more common than the descriptive 

characterization of ‘weighing more than average’. 

 

Because we appeal to both descriptive and normative 

ascriptions of over-reaction in our attempts to 

understand ourselves and others, and because the 

resultant understanding structures the way we manage 

our own and  others’ emotions, it’s important to 

interrogate these concepts in order to ensure that our 

ascriptive practice and consequent praxis are on solid 

footing. Are ascriptions of over-reaction, in either sense, 

plausibly true? Are ascriptions of over-reaction, in either 

sense, likely to be useful? In the following section, I will 

attempt to answer the first question. In the final section, I 

will turn my attention to the second. 

 

2. Are There Any Actual Over-Reactions? 
 

Wherever there’s an average, and the lack of uniformity, 

there’s deviation from the average.  In a world where 

people of the same height have different weights, there 

will be an average weight and people who diverge, in 

both directions, from the average. The descriptive 

characterization ‘weighs more than average’, is bound to 

apply to some people.  Similarly, in a world where 

people have different reactions to the same situation, 

there will be an average reaction and people who 

diverge, in various directions, from the average. Some of 

these reactions will be more excessive than the mean, 

and so the descriptive concept of over-reaction can 

unproblematically apply.  

 

The truth of normative ascriptions of over-reaction is 

more difficult to assess in virtue of their evaluative 

component. It’s easy enough, at least theoretically, to 

determine whether or not an individual is undergoing 

an emotional response that’s  significantly more intense 

than that which most people would experience under 

the same objectively defined circumstances, but what 

does it mean to say that this reaction is irrational or 

inappropriate? How can we determine when the 

evaluative constituent behind an attribution of 

normative over-reaction actually obtains?  

  

An emotion, unlike a purely physical feeling, has a 

cognitive component, an ‘aboutness,’ which helps to 

define that emotion. Depression, for example, is partially 

constituted by negative thoughts about oneself or the 

world in general. An emotion also has a cause, which 

may or may not involve its cognitive component. An 

individual may become depressed because of an 

inherited predisposition toward serotonin imbalance, 

for instance. In this case the associated thoughts of 

worthlessness are symptoms of the emotion rather than a 

cause of it.  Perhaps they are a natural outgrowth of the 

underlying neurological disorder or the individual’s 

best ad hoc attempt to locate some reason for the 

emotion, some object at which the emotion may be 

aimed and in terms of which it may be comprehended, 

however incorrectly. Insofar as such emotional reactions 

aren’t caused by their content, they are essentially 

arational, the psychological equivalent of the flu, for 

which it one may seek causes but not reasons. If we 

intend ‘failure of rationality’ to cover such cases, then 

there can be true ascriptions of normative over-reaction.  

  

Customarily, however, we assume that an emotion is 

actually caused by its cognitive component. (This is 

exactly why individuals in the grip of physiologically 

caused emotion are so often driven to fabricate a 

psychological reason for it.) If this assumption is ever 

correct regarding emotions which we are tempted to 

describe as normative over-reactions, then the truth of 

this description can’t depend upon the arationality of 

the emotion’s aetiology. Instead, it must reside in the 

irrationality of the emotion’s cognitive cause, and at first 

glance some cognitions wear their irrationality on their 

faces. A woman who panics when being confronted by 

a toy gun, for instance, must be panicking because she 

thinks that the toy gun as dangerous. But surely that’s 

unreasonable and so the woman’s response is a 

normative over-reaction. It’s both more intense or 

pronounced than the emotional response that most of us 

would experience under the same objectively defined 

circumstances (surely most of us wouldn’t panic like 

that when confronted with a toy gun) and caused by an 

irrational belief (the belief that the toy gun is dangerous). 
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But is this right? In understanding descriptive over-

reaction, we were careful to measure the reaction against 

the objective circumstances. That was the only way to 

ensure the intersubjectivity necessary for interpersonal 

comparison.  There’s no obvious reason, however, that 

we should be similarly constrained when assessing the 

rationality of the emotion’s cognitive content. Indeed, 

there is some justification for privileging an individual’s 

subjective take on the objective situation in this context. 

Because perception is notoriously theory-laden, the facts 

never accost us naked; they are always (or virtually 

always) clothed in the interpretations we assign them. 

Consequently, we shouldn’t assume that the cognitive 

content behind an individual’s emotion perfectly 

reflects, and so is functionally equivalent to, the objective 

circumstances that elicited the emotion. We must, 

instead, ascribe to the individual a cognitive content that 

captures his or her interpretation of events. In the case 

under discussion, for instance, the woman’s panic may 

not be caused by the belief that a toy gun is dangerous, 

but rather (thanks, perhaps, to the realism of the gun) by 

the belief that she’s being accosted by somebody 

wielding an actual, bullet-shooting, firearm. Such a belief 

would be false, of course, and subject to correction, but it 

would not, I think, be an irrational belief for the woman 

to hold under the circumstances.   

 

The distinction between falsehood and irrationality may 

be difficult to fully explicate in a theoretically adequate 

way. The belief that the toy gun is dangerous, and the 

belief that the toy gun is a real gun, are both false, for 

example, but only the first would be a plausible 

candidate for irrationality in the situation we’re 

considering. What makes one belief false and irrational, 

and another merely false, is an interesting issue beyond 

the scope or necessity of this paper. All we need, for our 

purposes, is the ability to make the distinction in our 

everyday folk-epistemological practice, and we can 

assume that we do, in fact, have and exercise this ability. 

(Indeed, without the ability to draw this distinction, the 

theoretical question as to the source of this distinction 

could never arise.) In this instance, the woman’s 

interpretation of the facts would be reasonable, although 

false, and her emotions would be fitting. This would not 

be a true case of normative over-reaction. 

  

We’ve seen that what initially appears to be a case of 

normative over-reaction can be, in actuality, no more 

than descriptive over-reaction. The attribution of 

irrationality necessary for a normative over-reaction 

could stem from a lack of empathy or interpretive 

sophistication, a failure to appreciate how the 

circumstances look to the subject and a failure to 

appreciate the reasonableness of that interpretation. This 

result is supported by the consideration of other cases.  

 

Let’s return, for example, to the man who was outraged 

by being stopped by the police. If we (rather 

unthinkingly) attribute to him the belief that he should 

never be stopped by the police, it’s easy to frame his 

emotion as exhibiting irrationality. But if we learn that 

the man is African American, that he owns a nice car, 

and that he’s been stopped many times before on 

nothing more than the suspicion that there must be 

drugs in the trunk, our perspective changes. ‘I should 

never be stopped by the police’ is no longer the most 

natural belief to ascribe to him. It’s more likely that he’s 

taking himself to be a target of racial profiling, which is 

not an irrational belief for him to entertain.  Once again, 

sensitive belief attribution corrects a false ascription of 

normative over-reaction. 

  

Special, and more difficult, questions are raised by the 

case of the woman who was devastated upon being 

called neurotic and the case of the man who was 

morbidly shamed upon realizing that he parked in 

someone else’s spot. Let’s suppose, for example, that the 

woman in my office interpreted her friend’s charge of 

neuroticism as indicating a significant lack of respect. 

One could acknowledge that this belief was rational 

while still complaining that it was irrational for her to 

care so much about it. The woman’s evaluative beliefs 

about what matters are at fault, one could argue, rather 

than her interpretive beliefs about what’s going on. 

  

We should pause, for a moment, to note that an 

evaluative belief is implicated in every emotional 

reaction. The woman who panicked upon being 

confronted with a toy gun did so because she believed 

that the gun was real and because she believed that being 

shot and killed is a bad thing. The man who was outraged 

upon being stopped by the police, was upset because he 

believed that he was the victim of racial profiling and 

because he believed that racial profiling is wrong. Such 

evaluative beliefs escaped our criticism, and perhaps 

our notice, in virtue of being so widely shared. The belief 

that it’s bad to be disrespected by someone whom one 

considered to be one’s friend may be less widely-shared, 

particularly in a culture which clings to a rather naïve 

doctrine of individualism and self-determination. If 

sticks and stones can break my bones, but words can 

never hurt me, why should I care about what somebody 

thinks of me? Since it’s irrational to care about whether 

or not your friends respect you, and since this belief is a 

partial cause of the woman’s anguish, that anguish is a 

normative over-reaction. Or so someone might think. 
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Similarly, suppose we discover that the man who 

parked in a space reserved for someone else was 

recently passed over for a much-desired promotion. His 

friend had received the promotion instead, and the spot 

in which the man accidentally parked was the place 

reserved for the occupant of this position. Under such 

circumstances, the cognitive component of the man’s 

embarrassment is not ‘I made a parking mistake’, but ‘I 

made a parking mistake which reinforced and 

symbolized the fact that my professional rank is inferior 

to my friend’s’, coupled, perhaps, with the evaluative 

belief, ‘One’s personal worth is reflected by one’s 

professional rank’.  Once again, it’s relatively easy for an 

observer to charge this man with normative over-

reaction on the grounds that his evaluative belief is 

irrational. It would be easy, but it might not be correct. 

  

Suffice it to say that the rationality of evaluative beliefs is 

notoriously difficult to establish. Clinging, as they do, to 

a basically empirical account justification, many 

cognitive and rational emotive behaviour therapists 

maintain that evaluative beliefs are ipso facto 

unjustifiable. Since evaluative statements can’t be 

justified by appeal to sense experience, these therapists 

maintain that such statements can’t be justified at all. 

Ellis is perhaps the clearest example of this, writing that 

‘[t]he basic tenant of [Rational Emotive Behaviour 

Therapy] is that emotional upsets ... largely stem from 

irrational beliefs. These beliefs are irrational because 

they magically insist that something in the universe 

should, ought or must be different than it is.  Although 

these irrational beliefs are ostensibly connected with 

reality ... they are magical ideas beyond the realm of 

empiricism  ... No such proposition, obviously, can be 

substantiated.’ (Corsini, 1995) 

  

Since, as we’ve noted, every emotion has an evaluative 

component, this radically eliminative theory of ethics 

would imply that every emotion exhibits a failure of 

rationality. Unless we want to bite this bullet (and it’s a 

pretty big bullet to bite!) we need to supply and defend 

a robust theory of value according to which some 

normative judgements are better, or more rational, than 

others. I’m not about to say that this is an impossible 

task, but it is, I hope, obvious that ‘failing to agree with 

us’ is not a plausible criterion of evaluative irrationality. 

(Not if we want to avoid relativism, at least.) Perhaps the 

belief that it’s bad to be disrespected by one’s friend, or 

the belief that self-worth is linked to professional status, 

is false. But just as the falsity of the belief that the gun 

was real didn’t entail that the belief was irrational, we 

can’t infer the irrationality of these evaluative beliefs 

from their falsity alone. Indeed, in light of our social 

nature, the first belief may be actually true, and in light 

of the persistent messages sent to young men (and, 

increasingly, to young women) regarding the 

importance of professional success, the second belief, 

although probably false, is far from unreasonable. 

  

In short, we’ve discovered that although there are over-

reactions in the strictly descriptive sense, and although 

there are normative over-reactions in the sense that 

some emotions are arationally caused, ascriptions of 

normative over-reaction which attribute irrationality to 

the subject are often incorrect, stemming a failure of 

empathy and a tendency to condemn alternative 

systems of value. And there are theoretical reasons, as 

well, to think that most ascriptions of normatively 

irrational over-reaction are false. The attribution of any 

mental state to a subject is a deeply holistic and 

normative enterprise, one presupposing that the subject 

entertains a number of other, related, mental states, and 

that the subject’s handling of those states is minimally 

rational. A subject who fails to understand what tigers 

are could scarcely be credited with knowing that tigers 

are dangerous, for example, however well or often she 

repeats the sentence ‘tigers are dangerous’ (Stich, 1983). 

Similarly, we’d be hard-pressed to attribute the belief 

that tigers are dangerous to a subject who fails to 

conclude that an animal is dangerous when informed 

that the animal is a tiger (Cherniak, 1986).  In the course 

of attributing a mental state to someone, we simply must 

describe him in a way which casts him as rational and 

renders him intelligible. It’s part and parcel of the 

practice. And it follows from this that in casting about 

for an interpretation of events which we might plausibly 

attribute to a subject, we must settle on one which 

justifies, to a considerable extent, the subject’s emotional 

reaction and which stands out, from the subject’s point 

of view, as a reasonable reading of events. If no such 

interpretation suggests itself to us, we must nonetheless 

assume that such an interpretation exists and is 

motivating the subject’s emotional reaction. We may, if 

we wish, think of this as the principle of sufficient reason 

at work in everyday psychological explanatory 

practices.   

 

Personally, I have never encountered an emotion which 

failed to be exposed as rational once it was adequately 

understood, once the time was taken to grasp how 

circumstances appeared to the subject, and once an 

effort was made to comprehend the subject’s value 

system. I, consequently, am of the strong opinion that 

normative over-reactions, in the irrational sense, are 

simply nonexistent. They are certainly less prevalent 
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than their attributions, and so many ascriptions of 

normatively irrational over-reactions are 

unquestionably false. With this in hand, let’s proceed to 

examine the utility of over-reaction talk, investigating  

how it can help or harm the attempt to live an examined 

life. 

 

3. How the Concept of Over-Reaction 

Affects the Examined Life 

 
Because there are different kinds of over-reaction 

ascription, we need to be clear about what kind we’re 

discussing when we examine its utility.  Attributions of 

descriptive over-reaction may play a vital role in helping 

ourselves and others to lead an examined life. By 

flagging an emotional response as significantly more 

exaggerated than the conventional response to those 

circumstances, we highlight that emotion as potentially 

important and worthy of our attention. Perhaps the 

emotion indicates that the subject is picking up on 

aspects of the situation that are over-looked by others.  

An individual may be outraged by a system of rewards 

at work because she may recognize that the system 

overlooks, or even penalizes, many important activities. 

By probing the emotion, she may be able to articulate 

that insight and thereby work to install a more adequate 

system of incentives. Perhaps the emotion indicates that 

the subject is facing difficulty in some important aspect 

of her life.  A woman may be exceptionally  distraught 

by the prospect of her children leaving home because 

she lacks other sources of meaning and value. By 

examining the emotion, the woman can uncover this 

lack, and remedy it.  

  

Ascriptions of normative over-reaction which attribute 

to the subject an arationally caused emotion can also 

serve an important function within a counselling 

context. Once an emotion is exposed as the result of a 

biochemical imbalance, for instance, and the associated 

cognitive content revealed as a post hoc rationalization of 

the emotion, treatment may be sought on other, more 

appropriates fronts. Just as there’s no reason to assume 

that every instance of psychological suffering is best 

treated pharmaceutically, there’s no reason to assume 

that none of them are, and philosophical counsellors 

needn’t ensure the failure of their enterprise by aspiring 

to universal success. If a depression is discovered to be 

biochemically caused (and the resultant emotions 

normatively over-reactive in the arational sense) the 

client may be biochemically treated and her 

philosophical counselling sessions may concern 

themselves with those issues for which they are suited. 

  

It’s the ascriptions of normative over-reaction which 

attribute to the subject irrational beliefs that are most 

problematic. Because such ascriptions originate from a 

psychological, rather than a strictly physiological, 

understanding of the emotion, they refuse to withhold 

judgement from the emotion or delegate its treatment to 

the medical sciences. Because they originate from an 

inadequate and fundamentally disparaging psychological 

understanding of the subject, they assume a posture 

toward the emotion which insists that it be 

comprehended in the most unflattering and least helpful 

terms. To describe an emotion as irrationally over-

reactive is to snare it a double-bind.  On the one hand, 

the emotion still resides within the realm of rational 

adjudication. On the other hand, it’s coded in a way that 

precludes its adjudication as rational. Although the 

emotion’s origin is to be found in some interpretation of 

events, it’s not to be found in reasonable one. And, given 

that, it is simply wrong-headed to address the emotion 

empathetically, or attempt to perceive the deeper 

meaning it may harbour. Once an emotion has been 

characterized as an over-reaction in this sense, it’s 

stripped of anything but psychopathological 

significance and removed from the realm of the 

philosophically worthwhile. Such emotions may be 

voiced, but are forever denied a language. They are 

allowed to cry, but not to speak. 

 

And that’s a waste, because emotions invariably signal 

something. They are the metal detectors of the mind, 

emphatically beeping before we know what’s down 

there, alerting us that there’s something down there, 

urging us to dig. To characterize an emotion as an 

irrational over-reaction is to attribute the beep of the 

metal detector to user-error, forfeiting the opportunity to 

uncover the source of that emotion and losing the 

lessons that the emotion has to teach.  

 

Returning to the subject who was morbidly shamed 

upon realizing that he parked in someone else’s spot, 

labelling his emotion as an irrational over-reaction 

discounts his response and adds shame upon shame: 

before the characterization, he was mortified by his 

parking; after the characterization, he can be mortified 

by his response to it as well. If we persist in labelling his 

emotions as over-reactions, we may cultivate in him 

certain self-distrust which will preclude him from ever 

seriously examining the reasons behind his emotions. 

The corrosive effects of this upon the examined life are 

obvious. Ascriptions of over-reaction rip from the 

subject’s hands one of the most valuable tools in his 

arsenal of self-examination – the assumption that his 
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emotions makes sense, that they point to salient features 

of his unique perspective on the world even if that 

perspective doesn’t exactly mirror the world itself, that 

they, and by implication he, deserve to be taken 

seriously. 

 

We can restore this tool to the subject by replacing the 

intrinsically negative ascription of irrational over-

reaction with the claim that an emotion is, at present, 

incompletely understood or with the claim that an 

emotion stems from false, although not irrational, beliefs. 

This has the benefit of encouraging us, and more 

importantly the subject, to strive for an understanding of 

the subject’s own basic presuppositions with the 

conviction that although these presuppositions may be 

wrong, the subject is not wrong for holding them. Once we 

try to understand the subject’s shame upon discovering 

that he parked in the wrong place, for instance, and find 

that the spot belonged to a friend who was recently 

promoted to a position for which the subject applied, his 

emotional reaction is both enlightened and enlightening. 

Instead of signalling a failure of rationality, the emotion 

points to and displays elements of an evaluative system 

in view of which the emotion is rendered sensible. In a 

miraculously symbiotic relationship, the subject’s 

interpretation of events sheds enough light on the 

emotion to render it reasonable, and the emotion sheds 

enough light on the interpretation to render it visible. 

And only after it’s visible can the interpretation be 

examined and mined for its insights. Only after we 

understand that the subject’s emotion is directed at his 

position in a social hierarchy, rather than aimed at the 

parking mistake, can we help him to plumb the deep 

philosophical connections (or lack thereof) between 

social position and self-worth.  

 

The woman in my office was crying. She was crying 

because her friend had referred to her as neurotic, 

because that had hurt her feelings, and because her 

feelings being hurt proved the truth of the remark. She 

was over-reacting, as she saw it. But surely we, as 

philosophers, can help her to see it in a deeper and truer 

way. To react so strongly to the charge of neuroticism, 

and to be so troubled by the spectre of over-reacting, 

pointed, more effectively than anything else could have, 

to the often fictitious nature of over-reaction ascriptions 

and to the stultifying influence which they can exert 

upon the examined life. Like a child’s belief in 

bogeyman, belief in over-reactions keeps us afraid and 

prevents us from looking. In the face of strong emotion, 

we’re afraid of irrationality, too afraid to look for the 

reasons we feel what we do, too afraid that we won’t 

find any reasons. But the reasons are there. They make 

sense and they’re worth seeing.  

 

The woman in my office was crying because she needed 

to know that her emotions had meaning, that they were 

worth more than a curt dismissal through the label 

‘neurotic’ or ‘over-reaction.’ And to cry because you 

don’t know that, to cry because you fear it might be 

otherwise, isn’t an over-reaction at all.  It’s a call to 

consciousness of the vital truth that every emotion 

deserves infinite respect for the beliefs it draws to our 

attention. By renouncing the notion of an over-reaction, 

we can encourage individuals to unearth those beliefs, 

to clean them, and, if necessary, to smelt them into 

something better.  

 

Without her tears, the woman in my office would never 

have learned that. I would never have learned that. This 

paper would not have been written.  
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