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§1. The challenge

It is now commonly acknowledged that emotions and desires – or passions, as I shall collectively describe them – are important as representations or ‘intuitions’ of the moral and prudential good, and so of our reasons for action. It is also universally acknowledged that passions are not always appropriate, ‘correct’ representations of the good, and can mislead our deliberations, choices, and actions. This problem is made more complex by the fact that it is not always easy to recognise when our passions are misleading. Peter Goldie (2008: 159f.), for example, notes that they can hide this fact by skewing both the ‘epistemic landscape’ and the ‘preferential landscape’. In jealousy, we take ‘[t]rifles light as air’ to be evidence of intimacy when they are nothing of the sort; in anger, revenge seems far sweeter than our calmer selves would acknowledge. In seeking the good life, we need to aim to correct these passions, but to do that, we need to know about them. Thus self-improvement depends upon self-awareness.
A traditional model of how this could work: in our calmer moments, we come to understand what is going on, and so understand the influence the misleading passion exerts upon us in such ‘akratic moments’. We come to understand the apparent good the passion presents (e.g. the pleasure of eating the cake, the power in achieving revenge) and then evaluate this claim rationally, with the epistemic and preferential landscapes laid more clearly before us. Or perhaps we discover that there is no coherent image of the good presented, e.g. in envy, so we reject the passion as inherently confused. We may think – often rightly – that if we understand why we react as we do, this gives us some control over the passion. Our passions respond to reasons; reasoned accounts of the object and of the passion should therefore alter the passion if necessary. This is the ancient Greek ideal, endorsed by John Kekes (1995: 209), of ‘increasing our control by developing a reasonable conception of a good life, and bringing our actions in conformity with it’.

This response, however, mistakenly assumes that our passions are ‘transparent’ to us.
 This would be so if, upon introspection and reflective conscious evaluation, we could understand our passions and the vision of the world and the good they present, i.e. we could understand their objects, reasons, intensity, timing, and so on, and so come to see that our passions are appropriate and proportionate or not, and why. But for various reasons, passions are ‘opaque’. Much discussed at present are results from social psychology that indicate our passions can often be responses to situational influences of which we are not aware.
 In addition to familiar, controlled, conscious processes of perceiving, deliberating, and responding, there are automatic, typically non-conscious, often affectively-charged, processes that influence our thoughts and behaviour in ways we are unaware of.
 A second source of opacity is identified by developmental accounts of the mind:
 We hold unconscious models of ourselves and significant others, deriving from the past. These models affect our perception, cognition, motivation, and affective states in myriad ways. The present carries symbolic meaning from the past, as our passions have a long psychic history, with their current objects being ‘layered’ on top of previous objects. A third source of opacity is identified by psychodynamic models of the mind: Our minds have an in-built tendency to keep painful mental states and what becomes associated with them out of consciousness, distorting our experience of the world and of ourselves in the process.
 The second and third sources combine when either our defences or the painful passions defended against originate in our models of ourselves and others that derive from the past, e.g. in our childhood experience, as psychoanalysis and attachment theory have it.

Given the multiple sources of opacity, we will need multiple strategies for dealing with misleading passions. Discussing all three sources is beyond the scope of a single paper. Valerie Tiberius (2008: 111) notes that there are surprisingly few discussions about self-awareness as an intellectual virtue. And even those discussions of self-awareness that recognize the challenge from social psychology, e.g. Tiberius (2008) and Snow (2010), rarely note the second and third sources of opacity. So, in part to make good this gap, I shall focus here on just the implications of the psychodynamic model.

§2. Development

Psychodynamic models of mind emphasise the occurrence of distortion through ‘defence mechanisms’. These utilize unconscious mental processes that change what we think and experience so as to reduce or eliminate anxiety and other painful feelings. Examples include repression, projection, reaction formation, introjection, and isolation. Barring certain states from consciousness affects how we understand ourselves, others, and the situations in which we find ourselves, in other words, the world as we experience it. But a misrepresentation of reality will lead to a misrepresentation of what is good and how to live. As noted above, models of ourselves and significant others derived from past experiences can incorporate or lead to such distortions. But so can any number of vices: John Cottingham (2005: 142) lists pride, vanity, self-importance, fear, embarrassment, self-defensiveness, envy, greed, self-absorption, and fantasies of power. 

Anna Freud (1936) supplies an example of ‘false altruism’. A woman represses her own wishes, and projects them onto others. She then strongly identifies with other people. She therefore expresses great concern for them, but not for herself. She believes it is acceptable to fulfil their desires, and works to do so, but not to fulfil her own. However, she becomes annoyed if their desires are frustrated, as if wishes should be fulfilled without hindrance; and she becomes angry with people who are not similarly altruistic, as though this were some personal affront to her. Nietzsche (1886: §194) also comments on false altruism: 

In helpful and benevolent people one nearly always finds a clumsy cunning that first rearranges the person who is to be helped so that, for example, he ‘deserves’ their help, needs their help in particular, and will prove to be deeply grateful, dependent, subservient for all their help.

It is not only that having this complexity of passions leads to unvirtuous actions; it leads to a distorted understanding of the moral situation and one’s reasons for acting.

Distortions in our passions need not be isolated events; our passions, rather, present us with an entire world-view. A further example, from Lear (2003: 48-9):

A patient of mine inhabited a disappointing world. Although she was quite successful at work, had friends, and so on, there was no success in the social world that would not be interpreted by her under an aura of disappointment. If she got a raise at work, it was because the boss was shamed into it – he really wanted to give someone else in the office a raise, but he felt he had to give her one to appear fair. If she was invited out for a date, the person had already tried to go out with others and had failed. If someone congratulated her on some accomplishment, they were just being polite. And so on. From a distance it is clear to us, as it was not clear to her, how active she was in understanding her world in ways that were bound to disappoint.

To assure ourselves of reliability in our judgements about how to live, we need to be able to discover the meaning of our passions. Just how is this to be done, given that our passions and/or their meaning may be hidden from us by unconscious defence mechanisms?

§3. The proposal

It may help to motivate the account given below by starting from Valerie Tiberius’s important recent discussion, much of which I agree with. Following Moran (2001: 59), she notes (2008: 116f.) that gaining self-knowledge changes the object of knowledge. In self-knowledge, we organize and interpret facts about ourselves into a self-conception. This is partly a constructive work, as we label our emotions and inevitably endorse or reject attitudes. As we acquire new self-knowledge, we reach new understandings of ourselves, and this changes the emotions and attitudes we have. When the knowledge gained relates to mental states that have been defended against, I would claim more strongly, that gaining knowledge of these states and their meanings involves changing as a person. Second, Tiberius notes that gaining self-knowledge faces the challenge that we lack introspective access to unconscious processes. However, she only recognizes and discusses forms of unconscious process noted by social psychology, and as a result, her solutions for gaining self-knowledge prove inadequate, or at least underspecified, when dealing with psychodynamic unconscious processes of defence.

To identify the difficulties in her model, we can work from the following statement: ‘Given the inadequacy of introspection, we need other tools: an openness to evidence, including the vital information we get from those who know us, a sensitivity to hidden desires, beliefs, and emotional responses, and a willingness to let them surface… [and] the ability to infer what our mental states must be from our behaviour’ (2008: 122). Focusing on the first and fourth tools: being attentive to evidence and drawing inferences from our behaviour is problematic when the ‘epistemic landscape’ is skewed by the very unconscious passions and defensive responses to them that one seeks to uncover. Defence mechanisms do not simply affect introspection, but our broader understanding of others’ and our behaviour. Second, even if we could learn of the existence of our unconscious passions in this way, it would not enable the deeper, transformative understanding of them at which Tiberius aims, but leave them unconscious in the sense that we could not yet avow them. ‘I believe, on the basis of evidence, that I feel x’ is not yet to be able to avow ‘I feel x’.
 Freud (1910: 225) argued that leaving one’s passions in this state did little to transform them – about as much use as ‘as a distribution of menu cards in a time of famine’. As Tiberius herself notes (2008: 116), it is when we understand the emotion and the reasons we have for it, that it can change character. Such understanding, I argue below, requires engaging with the passion beyond third-personal evidence and inference from one’s behaviour. Third, if we cannot feel a passion in such a way as to avow it, it is unlikely that we can meaningfully identify with it; yet this process is part of the development of our self-conception. Most likely, then, this is a passion we see as alien and/or inappropriate. Merely identifying it as such, Tiberius recognises, may not lead to its cessation, but it ‘may incline us to look for other sources of pleasure and to feel differently when [the desire is] frustrated. Alternatively if the goal we disapprove of is not terribly harmful, we can decide to see it as an occasional indulgence’ (2008: 125). But, because the passion has not been brought into consciousness, these recommendations may not do justice to the unconscious influence such a passion may continue to have on our deliberations and behaviour. 
These objections, we may protest, may be met by invoking the second and third tools. But sensitivity to and willingness to acknowledge hidden passions do not typically uncover the kind of unconscious processes identified in social psychology, and indeed, in the context of her overall discussion, these remarks are quite anomalous. But they are relevant to the psychodynamic model, thus indicating the need to consider it. I do not disagree with Tiberius’s recommendations, but they do not go far enough.

In what follows, I argue that the opacity of our passions identified by the psychodynamic model of mind requires the following responses as means to self-awareness:

a) recovering and accepting, as parts of oneself, those complexes of passion and attitude that have been rejected. This involves undoing one’s defence mechanisms;
b) accepting one’s vulnerability – both one’s vulnerability in childhood and one’s vulnerability now to the effects of childhood. This involves a form of relinquishing control, not just initially, but permanently;
c) courage, because accepting one’s vulnerability is always potentially painful, as the parts of the self that were rejected were so because of the pain they cause or threaten to cause;

d) compassion for oneself, which enables the above.

As already noted, recovery is not just a matter of discovery, although this forms part of it. The self is not just what knows, but also what comes to be known. In recovery, parts of the self that have been disowned come to be integrated into the self. This is a transformation of the self, enabling it to be itself fully, through the full extent of its affective experience.

Accepting rejected complexes of passion and attitude is not equivalent to moral approval of them. As we are not perfect, there is a distinction between our selves and our ideal selves. As Richard Wollheim (2003) notes, we should not substitute for the process of finding out about our passions, the inquiry about what we can and should live with, attempting to change ourselves before we know ourselves. Acceptance is necessary for understanding and we must understand the passion before we can rightly judge its moral credentials. This is not least because defence mechanisms are usually reinforced by a false and idealized sense of oneself. Psychic pain is caused not, or not only, in the disowned part of the self; it arises also in the gap between that part and one’s self-image. On the one hand, our passions aspire to expression and fulfilment; on the other hand, we can aspire to virtuous ideals beyond our present means, or even beyond human means. When passions and ideals conflict, we can pretend, on the one hand, that our passions do not exist, or that they are adequately fulfilled, or that they are no part of our ‘true self’; on the other hand, we can pretend that we meet the ideals we hold for ourselves, or that we can, that they are reasonable. But these ideals can themselves be defensive reactions to our passions. Accepting our passions means bridging the gap between aspiration and pretence, which can change the standards by which we think it right to judge our passions.

A first step in undoing defence mechanisms is ‘an acknowledgement of precisely the fallibility, vulnerability and dependence that is an integral part of the strange openness we experience in our emotional lives… It is only by giving up, in the first instance, our pretensions to rational control that we open the way for deeper, transformed, self-understanding’ (Cottingham 1998: 147). The sense of vulnerability deepens with the realization that it is inescapable, a realization that comes with the understanding of one’s passions, and their roots in one’s childhood past. Even after reclaiming the past, we can often only appreciate and moderate its influence, not eradicate it. And so a willingness to at least tolerate and admit into thought whatever it is one feels is necessary for self-knowledge to continue.

This form of emotional openness is always potentially painful. After all, defence mechanisms are means by which we control passions or parts of ourselves that threaten psychological pain. We may, for instance, find it quite inconceivable that we could ever want this or feel this way; it seems so childish or unreasonable. This pain is unavoidable in the process of recovery. Facing up to pain calls for courage.

Now courage is often understood as steeling one’s will. But it is paradoxical to think of someone ‘steeling’ themselves to be vulnerable, to tolerate whatever emotional experience arises. There is a relinquishing of the will here. Furthermore, while defence mechanisms are purposeful in aiming to reduce psychic pain, they do not involve choices. They interact with the will, but they are not directly under the control of the will, and so an act of will is not enough to undo them. The courage of vulnerability is the courage of letting go, of allowing oneself to feel that which is painful. This contrasts with courage in the face of physical pain, which does involve steeling oneself; what the two forms have in common is that both enable one to continue functioning despite the pain, to not give up on one’s end. In the case of deepening self-knowledge, this is to not give up on letting go of attempts to control one’s experience of one’s passion. As Tiberius (2008: 125-6) notes, without an enduring commitment to the truth and our values, our self-conception can continue to be misled by self-deception.

What enables the developments described above is compassion for oneself. The ability to tolerate, to bear, suffering – anxiety, guilt, shame, anguish – without denying the reality of that which causes it is usually identified as part of compassion. Of course, we normally think of compassion as directed towards others; here I argue we need compassion for ourselves. The passions with which we feel ourselves in conflict often seem intolerable because they threaten our sense of ourselves as acceptable, as lovable. Recovery and vulnerability involve compassion because it countermands this sense – it is possible for me to tolerate the passion and the pain it brings, and hence to come to know and understand it, because the fact that I feel this passion does not mean I am unlovable. Compassion for oneself is an attitude towards one’s passions that allows them to be felt, because it pulls the sting that leads us to distort our experience of ourselves, to deny or misunderstand the passions we have.

Recovery, acceptance (of passions and of vulnerability), courage, and compassion are conditions which enable self-awareness. As defence mechanisms are one cause of misleading passions that misrepresent the good and our practical reasons, dismantling them can be a step towards self-improvement, towards the construction of dispositions to have appropriate, virtuous passions.
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� Transparency is the term used by Cottingham 1998 and Goldie 2004.


� See, e.g., Haidt 2001, Doris 2002, Harman 1999, Miller 2003, Tiberius 2008, Snow 2010.


� For a recent overview of the evidence and theory of ‘automaticity’, see Dijksterhuis 2010.


� Examples include Cassidy & Shaver 1999, Stern 2000, Andersen & Chen 2002.


� Psychodynamic models originated with Freud – see Freud 1915, 1926, and A. Freud 1936. Recent statements in the psychoanalytic tradition can be found in Blum 1986 and Vaillant 2000. Empirical defences can be found in Erdelyi 2006, Luborsky 2000, 2001, Solms & Turnbull 2002, Westen 1998, 1999.


� See Finkelstein 1999.


� Lear 2003: 117-9.





