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I. Introduction

A number of recent discussions of the idea of evaluative perception have taken up the suggestion of perceptual expertise (Johnston 2001, Watkins & Jolley 2002, Cuneo 2003, Jacobson 2005, Goldie 2007).
 The model is typically filled out by invoking a central role for the emotions in our evaluative ‘sensitivity’ and a response-dependence theory of value, such that the evaluative properties depicted by our emotions are conceptually related to the emotional experience of them in a way analogous to the conceptual dependence of secondary qualities on certain forms of sensory experience. Thus a conceptual analysis of the property ‘disgusting’ requires mention of disgust just as a conceptual analysis of colour requires mention of visual experience.

On this approach, emotion is a form of evaluative perception, and what is ‘perceived’ in an emotion is some evaluative or deontic property, which, at least in simple cases, comprises the formal object of the emotion. So in fear, we perceive the dangerousness of an object or situation; in anger, the offensiveness of the action; and so on. In one elaboration, we perceive some feature of the situation as providing a reason for some form of response. Thus the distinct perceptual object of the emotion is not those features perceptible through the senses, but the ‘salience’ of the features. We can see the dog snarling; we perceive the salience of this – its dangerousness and reason for caution – through our emotional sensitivity to the world. It is this conception of evaluative perception, as involving emotions representing states of affairs that are of value to the subject and provide reasons for some form of response, that I shall discuss here. I shall restrict the discussion to moral values and reasons.

II. Evaluative perception as epistemic perception

Any analogy between secondary qualities and values is misleading in suggesting that evaluative perception will be a form of ‘simple’ perception – perception of physical objects and their primary and secondary qualities. But there is much that we can be said to perceive that is not reducible to such properties, and if there is such a thing as evaluative perception, it is more likely to be a form of ‘epistemic’ perception – awareness of facts. But what kinds of facts may we be said to perceive? 

Central to most standard accounts of perception are appearances and phenomenological immediacy. Thus, drawing on Millar (2000), Goldie provides the following two conditions on perceptual beliefs which he takes to be necessary and sufficient:

(i) a belief that something has a certain property, from the way it appears, relative to one or more sense modality; and 

(ii) this belief arises in a way that is phenomenologically immediate (2007: 348).

For (i) to be satisfied, things ‘must have an appearance relative to that sense [modality] which is (nearly enough) distinctive’ of things that have that property (Millar 2000: 87); and the subject must have a ‘disposition reliably to respond differentially’ to things that have that property from the way they appear. In (ii), phenomenological immediacy is to be understood in terms of the absence of conscious inference (Millar 2000: 73-4).
 Hence a fact may be said to be perceived when we form a non-inferential perceptual belief about it on the basis of appearances.

On this understanding, it is uncontroversial that we can, through training, acquire the ability to perceive facts that others, with equally well-functioning perceptual modalities, cannot, e.g. identifying the grape varietals and region of origin of a wine by its taste and smell. On the basis of the object’s distinctive (visual, olfactory, gustatory) appearance, the expert immediately and non-inferentially recognizes some fact about it. The development of such perceptual expertise involves training, during which much reasoning, reflection, inference and conceptual refinement takes place.

Perceptual expertise can be extended from discrimination and recognition to perceiving what to do, e.g. in chess. Working from both real and hypothetical situations, the learner, perhaps with guidance, thinks about what the options for action are and which is best. The skill improves as ‘each option can be more readily envisaged; each envisaged option can be more quickly evaluated for possible action; and the range of options that are “live” options for evaluation will be narrowed down’ (Goldie 2007: 353). In the end, only one course of action presents itself, with no conscious inferential thought, to the learner-turned-expert, who can now be said to perceive what to do.

Applying this to evaluative perception, Goldie (2007: 347) argues that ‘in the right circumstances, we can, literally, see deontic… and evaluative facts’, and that this ability is a result of training our emotions in the development of virtue. The training to recognize that certain (types of) situation(s) have certain evaluative or deontic properties is a training in responding with the appropriate emotions. Appropriate affective responses are part of the ‘disposition to respond differentially’ to such situations. As we consider the options for action, we have and refine our emotional responses to these imagined cases. The process becomes automated, and our emotional responses become virtuous. In the end, in Goldie’s example, kind Jack, seeing that his friend Mary is upset by being teased, sees that the kind thing to do is to change the topic of conversation.

We should grant that when we respond emotionally to the evaluative properties of situations, we can do so non-inferentially. Immediacy is not, however, sufficient for attributing a perceptual belief, and so the non-inferential role of emotional evaluative responses is insufficient to establish emotions as evaluative perceptions. We need, in addition, at least something akin to condition (i). A variety of objections arise here concerning the relation of the appearances of situations to beliefs concerning their evaluative properties,
 but even if we can satisfy condition (i) in some situations, we shouldn’t grant that there is such a thing as evaluative perception on epistemological grounds.

III. Two epistemological objections

First, evaluative perception cannot provide an epistemology of evaluative judgment in cases of judging situations we learn about through testimony or imagine occurring in the future, and so it cannot be an account of evaluative judgment deployed in deliberation.

1) What is described or imagined does not appear to us in the requisite sense for us to perceive such situations. And yet it is clear that our emotional sensitivity to reasons is deployed in these situations – we react with genuine emotion, non-inferentially forming evaluative beliefs, to cases we learn about through testimony and to possible situations entertained in imagination during deliberation.
 

2) Much of the development of these capacities, deployed in real situations, is through engaging with testimony and imagined cases. 

3) We continue to deploy our emotional evaluative sensitivities when we deliberate, and cannot immediately see what to do, and in such deliberation, we engage in imagination with possible situations and are guided and informed by our emotional responses to them. 

If we accept the account of evaluative perception above, we must account for the operation of our emotional sensitivity to salience in two distinct ways, since it operates both as a form of perception and not. Once we have an account of how we gain evaluative knowledge in cases of testimony and deliberation, we need a strong reason not to favour it over the perceptual model in all cases.

Second, a theory of evaluative perception needs to secure conditions of ‘correctness’ for emotions that are analogous to the truth or accuracy conditions of perception. A moral epistemology needs to account not only for how we gain moral knowledge, but also how we fail to gain it, what it is that constitutes ‘getting it right’, and how we establish on any occasion whether we have it right or not. A perceptual model would lead us to approach these questions as we do regarding the exercise of perceptual skills. But such a model fails to adequately account for either immoral attitudes or ethical criticism.

De Sousa (2002) argues that emotional ‘truth’ is best understood as ‘success’. An emotion is successful if the object or state of affairs it represents ‘fits’ the emotion’s formal object. For instance, fear of snakes is successful if snakes are actually dangerous. In other words, the evaluation embedded in (or constituting) the intentional content of the emotion is correct; the object does, in fact, merit the emotional response, and the emotion is appropriate. Correctness conditions for emotion, then, specify when an emotion is appropriate.
 But, granting this, how are the correctness conditions for emotion and perception to be established and applied in particular cases? De Sousa continues the analogy with perception, claiming that in both cases, we appeal to ‘corroborating evidence’ (2002: 256). 

I shall argue below that this response fails to provide a successful account of moral epistemology. In defending the veracity of perception or appropriateness of an emotional response, the types of evidence appealed to are different, the form of corroboration is different, and the explanations of mistaken judgments are different. Thus, at this crucial point of laying out how to understand the correctness conditions of emotions and how to establish when they are met, the idea that emotions are a form of (evaluative) perception comes unstuck.

IV. Evidence and corroboration

The types of evidence regarding the veracity of a perception are derived from the senses, while the ‘evidence’ regarding the appropriateness of an emotion is far more diverse, taking in social norms and the emotional history of the individual. In cases of perceptual expertise, we also take into account norms (the goals of chess) and the history of the individual (in developing, or failing to develop, expertise), but the nature and application of the correctness conditions in these cases of expertise and in the case of appropriate emotions nevertheless come apart. Disputes over the geographical origin of wine are settled by independent access to the facts, independent that is from tasting the wine. Disputes over the right move in chess are settled by appeal to an agreed common standard – in the end, whether it is part of a winning strategy. But the forms of corroboration we use in many cases of evaluative perception cannot be considered ‘independent’ in the same way. Rather, the diverse considerations we draw upon in assessing whether an emotion is merited are brought together in a form of ‘reflective equilibrium’, and involves deepening self-understanding, both individual and collective (Wiggins 1987/1998; Scanlon 1992, 1998: Ch. 1, §12; Blackburn 1998: Ch. 9; Lenman 2007). While the processes of reflective equilibrium provide helpful correctives to particular responses, they do not remove us from reliance on evaluative perception the way that reading a bottle’s label moves us beyond relying on taste or a post-match analysis of the contribution of a move to the player’s winning or losing moves us beyond the player’s intuitive grasp of the options at the time.

A traditional model of our awareness of our emotions – and one often assumed, if only implicitly, in discussions of the conflict between an emotional response and our considered judgment of what is appropriate (e.g. Brady 2010, 2011) – is that we take up an emotionally-neutral intellectual space, rationally evaluating the picture of the world the emotion presents with a clearer view of the ‘epistemic landscape’. Now, it is quite right to think that if we understand why we react as we do, this gives us some control over the emotion. Emotions are responses to reasons, and so a reconsideration of the reasons will often alter our emotions. Such a model could provide hope for some ‘independent’ rational standard for emotional correctness to secure the analogy with other forms of perceptual expertise.

But, quite apart from whether this is psychologically plausible (Goldie 2008), this picture is at odds with the commitments of evaluative perception. There is good theoretical reason, at least for anyone initially attracted to the idea of evaluative perception, to argue that the process of reflecting on our emotional responses to the world, and the reasons with which they present us, is deeply informed by further emotional responses. When we reflect on a morally challenging situation, determining how to understand it, and so what to do and feel, this process is informed by our imagination and emotional responses arising as our reflection proceeds (--- 2005). Given that our emotions reveal what is salient, and given a response-dependence model of value, we cannot then think that our emotions play no role in our reflections of what is appropriate or not. Our deliberations on this question are as informed by our emotions as our deliberations on a particular situation at hand. Thus our emotions are themselves caught up in our evaluation of whether our emotions are appropriate, and in psychologically complex ways. For example, in her famous virtue-based discussion of abortion, Hursthouse (1991) notes that a particular decision to abort could be callous, light-minded, selfish, self-righteous or disloyal (1991: 235). Each of these vices would be motivated by and connected to a network of further emotions, each of which has further effects on what the subject takes to be salient. More generally, our views of abortion may be fed by emotional evaluations of death, sex, relationship, reproduction, motherhood, and so on. While there are undoubtedly a number of informative points that could be made about the appropriateness of emotions from theoretical perspectives, the perspective from our emotional sensibility is ineradicable in considerations of what is appropriate.

V. Emotion and self-understanding in moral epistemology

The network of emotions implicated in judgments and arguments regarding whether an emotion is appropriate extends into the self, and this creates a very significant disanalogy with cases of perception. Unlike perceptions, occurrent emotions are often manifestations of emotional dispositions, which may have extensive histories and networks of connections with other mental states.  Emotional dispositions, evaluative sensibilities, and developments in these partially constitute the self, who one is as a person, while forms of perceptual expertise – like other cognitive skills – are possessed by the self. This has implications for the correctness conditions for emotion, with no parallel among the truth or accuracy conditions of perception, perhaps best illustrated by considering explanations of error.

When I learn that the Müller-Lyer lines are in fact the same length, I learn very little about myself. Our explanations of perceptual error commonly draw on causal accounts detailing effects on the perceptual organ or effects related to features of the setting.  My character is not implicated in the mistake, and this is generally true of perception across the board, except when I bear responsibility for making a mistake of judgment. In some cases, we may appeal to a lack, or lapse, of perceptual expertise. Thus I fail to perceive that this is a full-bodied pinot noir rather than a cabernet sauvignon because I lack the requisite expertise, while tiredness may inhibit the grandmaster from seeing that sacrificing her bishop will gain a tactical advantage. But, setting aside the self-esteem invested in being an expert and the blows to narcissism that such mistakes may cause, such mistakes, again, do not normally reflect on one’s character.
 By contrast, when I accept that my jealousy is inappropriate, where this does not arise from a straightforward mistake of non-evaluative fact, this touches upon my understanding of myself, of my relations to others, and perhaps of jealousy as well.

My emotions are expressions of myself in a way that my perceptions are not, and the development of perceptual skills are not developments of my character in the way that developments in my emotional responses are. Many of my inappropriate emotions extend far deeper into myself than perceptual illusions, and cannot be dismissed as inconsequential to who I am and my take on the world. Nor should they be psychologically located outside my self, as ‘alien’ to me and my ‘true’ evaluative attitude to the world (Moran 2001: 59-60). This has significant implications for our understanding of the development of emotional expertise. Unlike perceptual experts, emotional experts need a sensitivity to their own mental states, their connections, origins and complexities, and not just a sensitivity to the world. The development of emotional expertise is equally a development of one’s character, and thus oneself, and not merely the development of a new set of concepts and cognitive skills.

Applying this to the matter of correctness conditions: Assuming, as theories of evaluative perception do, a response-dependent theory of value, a specification of the correctness conditions of an emotion, of when it is merited, cannot escape reference to the state of the subject. But the state of the subject cannot be specified without attention to the complexities of emotional interrelation that we have been discussing. Thus, as we argue over the values of things, over what responses are appropriate, we engage in a process of deepening self-understanding. The appropriateness of emotional responses, grounded as they are in character traits, is answerable to their place in the good life more generally, and so to considerations that relate to the role and effect of dispositions to such emotional responses within the psychological life of the agent as a whole. Hence, an account of the appropriateness of a response is not something that can be completed without direct reference to and evaluation of the emotional dispositions themselves and their place in the structure of the self. If there is objectivity to be found here, it will be found in arguments that a particular structure of dispositions characterizes the life most worth living (Williams 1987: 74, footnote). And this has no parallel in cases of perception. One danger with the perceptual model is that it fails to recognize the complex web of connections between our emotional responses that characterize our everyday lives. The diet of examples is too poor to sustain philosophical health. Being afraid of snakes in one’s path is not really representative of the nature of emotional states and processes, and the correctness conditions of such fear do not provide a helpful model for the many more complex moral cases we regularly face.

VII. Conclusion

Theories of evaluative perception typically assume response-dependence theories of value and the claim that our emotions comprise our responses to value. Models based on the epistemic perception involved in perceptual expertise come under pressure from more general epistemological considerations. Central to our understanding of perception, given that it is a cognitive faculty, is the matter of truth conditions, and thus we need a parallel account of correctness conditions for emotions, which I take to be an account of when an emotional response is appropriate. The availability of moral knowledge – and the failure to know – is grounded, in part at least, in the emotional dispositions of the self, in character traits. And so the formation of the self, and the processes by which it is formed, are central to explaining ethical attitudes that we find prejudiced, confused, and so on. Achieving appropriate emotional responses involves a development of the self that has no equivalent in achieving accurate perceptions or new forms of perceptual expertise. This is why ethical enquiry is simultaneously a process of self-understanding, a reflective engagement with the self, while discovering the veridicality of the varietals composing a wine or evaluating a chess move is not. The perceptual model must be rejected.
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� Following Goldie, I shall take a liberal view of perception. The argument does not require that the property we are said to have perceptual knowledge of is itself a perceptible property or figures in the phenomenological content of perception. Nor does it draw a distinction between a properly or purely perceptual sense of ‘seeing that’ and an extended sense. If this liberal account fails to secure the possibility of evaluative perception, as I argue it does, then the hope for views that adopt stricter requirements on what counts as perception fades fast.


� It does not preclude sub-personal or non-conscious processing from producing such beliefs. Nor does it preclude such beliefs being epistemically inferential, i.e. justifiable by inferences from other grounds; hence they need not be epistemically self-evident or foundational. 


� This extends condition (i) above in an important way, as it is odd – and certainly grammatically awkward – to say that a position in chess has the property of there being a next thing to do. Nevertheless, given that we may justly say that a position may be one in which only one next move is legal (the position has this property), there is no objection in principle in saying that (a position has the property that) only one next move is best.


� We may raise questions about what we might mean by the appearance of a situation, as opposed to an object. We may note the complexity of our understanding of situations, with the requisite recognition of linguistic meaning, motives and intentions, cultural context, and so on. We may question whether evaluative beliefs, while arising in response to our non-inferential understanding of situations, arise on the basis of the situation’s appearance. And so on. A number of issues of this kind are discussed by McBrayer (2009) under the rubric of perceiving ‘high order’ properties (he argues, in line with the view taken by Goldie, that we can).


A different issue is raised by considering that  ‘To perceive’, like ‘to know’, is normally taken to be a success verb. If I perceive that the cat is on the mat, then there must be a cat on a mat (epistemic perception is factive). For Jack to see that the kind thing to do is to change the conversation, this too must be a fact. Presumably, what makes this a fact is that the situation has certain evaluative and deontic properties. Such properties must, therefore, exist, and be properties of the situation about which they are believed to be properties. This, however, is not specified in Goldie’s two conditions upon perceptual belief, and so they are insufficient. The idea of evaluative perception can only go through if realism is the correct metaethical account, and it only occurs when the subject is correct in believing that the situation has certain evaluative properties. For perceptual knowledge, the requirements are yet more stringent; see Sinnott-Armstrong 2010.


� The latter claim is controversial, so worth a brief clarification. In deliberation, guidance from our emotional responses comes in two forms. First, we may imagine what we would feel in some situation, e.g. if were we to act in one way or other. The emotional response is itself imagined, part of the content of the imaginative project only. Second, in imagining situations, we may come to feel an emotional response here and now. Our emotional response informs us of what we do feel in imagining it, and not just what we imagine we would feel. If our imagination is up to the task, the feeling is fairly accurate, whether it is no more than a brief, fleeting echo of what we would feel if the imagined scenario occurred (Damasio 1994: Ch. 7) – a flicker of guilt or of pride – or it may be as deep, rich and transformative as any emotional experience of reality (Wollheim 1973). (If our imagination (or self-knowledge) fails, what we imagine we would feel and what we in fact feel in response may prove a poor guide to how we would feel if the situation arose in reality. Experts in evaluative sensitivity need good imaginations.)


� This account works best for emotions that respond to real objects and situations, and it can be extended without much difficulty to emotions that occur within imagining bringing about real objects and situations. However, there are considerable challenges in extending it to all emotions, e.g. those that respond to works of fiction.


� Our emotional investments and evaluative commitments may distort what we see, and certainly distort how we interpret what we see, on occasion; and in such cases, our failures of accurate perception reflect upon us, as responsibilist virtue epistemologists have discussed (e.g. Zagzebski 1996, Roberts & Wood 2007). But such cases are not central to our understanding of the correctness conditions of perception, while they are central to our understanding of the correctness conditions of emotion.





