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Introduction
Social relations are of the greatest significance for human
progress and, further, the sustenance and well-being of
our relationships requires emotional competence. On
these grounds, this paper will draw on the work of John
Macmurray in order to show that the emotions have been
previously misrepresented and would benefit from
education. Secondly, Daniel Goleman’s practical account
of emotional education will be employed to illustrate the
application of Macmurray’s position. Finally, some
objections to educating the emotions will be raised and
countered; thus, leading to the conclusion that our
development as individuals would benefit from the
education of the emotions.

Macmurray’s understanding of rational
emotions

Reason has traditionally been regarded as the capacity
that separates human beings from other animals, thereby
denoting a higher and more civilised type of being.
Consequently, as Macmurray holds, ‘We associate reason
with a state of mind which is cold, detached and
unemotional’.1  Emotion, on the other hand, is equated
with the instinctive reactions of the body, thus denoting
that which we have in common with the other animals.
Accordingly, as Macmurray notes, ‘When our emotions
are stirred we feel that reason is left behind’2  and we are
at the mercy of our biological drives. In conjunction with
the Stoic division of reason and passion, emotions are
held to be irrational and, therefore, in need of separation
from and control by the order of the intellect.

Macmurray agrees that it is reason, or rationality,
which controls the human ability to choose between
different courses of action, and to discover the appropriate
method for satisfying a specific purpose. In this respect,
he defines reason as:

 ‘the capacity to behave consciously in terms of the nature
of what is not ourselves . . . reason is the capacity to
behave in terms of the nature of the object, that is to say,
to behave objectively. Reason is thus our capacity for
objectivity.’3

On the basis of this definition, Macmurray argues that
emotions, or feelings, have as much capacity for
rationality as thought, at least insofar as they exhibit an
accurate reference to the nature of the other.4  Thus, to be
afraid of an object which presents no danger to the self,
as in the case of a phobia, would be an irrational emotion.5

1 John Macmurray, Reason and Emotion (London: Faber, 1995), p. 5.
2 Ibid.
3 Macmurray, Reason and Emotion, p. 7.
4 Macmurray uses ‘feeling’ and ‘emotion’ interchangeably.
5 Macmurray gives the example of being afraid of a mouse.
Macmurray, Reason and Emotion, p. 11.
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Alternatively, a book which is enjoyed for the narrative it
contains rather than the feelings it stimulates, or a person
who is loved for him or herself instead of for the way she
makes others feel, are examples of rational emotion. In
short, the rationality of an emotion is dependent on the
adequacy of its appreciation of the intrinsic value of that
which is outside of the self.6

These illustrations, however, add opacity rather than
clarity to Macmurray’s argument for the rationality of
emotion. In the case of a phobia what Macmurray fails to
realise is that, for the phobic, there are reasonable grounds
for the phobia. The fact that phobias are treated with
medication and/or psychotherapy confirms the existence
of underlying causes rather than the irrationality of the
feelings concerned. Nevertheless, Macmurray does have
a point to make inasmuch as the perception of a threat in
any given circumstance does not necessarily correspond
to the actual possibility of harm in all similar cases. For
example, while an individual may be afraid of all snakes,
not all snakes are venomous. Treatment for a phobia,
then, is intended to produce emotions which correspond
to the nature of the object and this is what Macmurray
refers to as ‘rational emotion’.

It follows that Macmurray is also seeking to emphasise
the reference to the object rather than to the self with the
examples of the novel and of loving another person;
however, he fails to explain in any meaningful sense the
nature of a rational emotion in these cases. That is, while
it might be deemed more appropriate to laugh when
reading a comedy and cry when reading a tragedy than
vice versa, these physical responses are still connected
with the feelings that the novel stimulates. Moreover, the
responses could, in fact, be rationally reversed depending
on the memories that the text recalls for the reader.
Likewise, love of another is a feeling that one person
inspires in the other: the love that exists between two
people issues from the physical, emotional, spiritual and
intellectual connection they share and is in part, therefore,
the way that they make each other feel. Indeed, it is almost
impossible to describe love of another without speaking
of usefulness and pleasure for the self. Nevertheless, love
is not simply a feeling; it is much more than this. A feeling
can be simulated by the use of certain drugs, but love has
an enduring quality. As Wittgenstein asks, ‘Would a
syringe which produces these effects do just as well’?7  In
essence, love for another person renders that person
irreplaceable, whereas mere feelings can be replicated.
When Macmurray separates ‘loving’ another for the
financial security provided perhaps from loving the
person aside from any monetary benefit to the self, he is
distinguishing between a feeling which is transferable

6 Consequently, there is something of a moral agenda here in
assessing the intrinsic as opposed to the utilitarian worth of an
object.
7 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Lectures and Conversations on Aesthetics,
Psychology and Religious Belief, ed. Cyril Barrett (Oxford: Blackwell,
1970), p. 29 n. 3.



29http://www.practical-philosophy.org.uk

and one which is fixed, suggesting that the term ‘love’ is
only appropriate in the latter case. Consequently,
although Macmurray’s description of rational emotion is
hindered by his portrayal of its features, there is a point
to be made about the appropriateness of a particular
emotion in relation to the circumstance in which it
occurs.8

Further criticism can be levelled at his account, however,
since he deals with more than one type of experience
without distinguishing between them. In Dunlop’s
opinion, Macmurray is encompassing both the occurrence
of ‘being affected’ by an object and the impulse towards
that object.9  There is a genuine distinction to be made
here between passivity and activity, which might add
some clarity to Macmurray’s position. In addition, Dunlop
points out that the feeling of loneliness, for example,
occurs in the absence of any object and, as such, it is not
accounted for by Macmurray’s theory. Despite these
shortfalls, though, he still regards as estimable
Macmurray’s emphasis on the pivotal role of the affective
sphere and, moreover, he does not perceive any need to
dispute Macmurray’s claim concerning the potential
rationality of object-directed emotion.

Even so, for traditionalists, the suggestion that emotions
are not irrational or even arational, but are capable of
possessing rationality, might seem to be counterintuitive,
yet Macmurray is not alone in making this claim. De
Sousa suggests that emotions possess ‘axiological’10

rationality. By way of a useful supplement to
Macmurray’s argument, de Sousa holds that axiological
rationality operates on three levels: biological, social and
individual. These refer respectively to the appropriateness
of an emotion in its ‘normal’ medically determined aspect,
the appropriateness of that emotion as determined by the
relevant culture and the appropriateness of that emotion
as determined by an individual’s constitution. Although
axiology is exhibited when an emotion is appropriate to
its object, there is no one emotion that is always
axiologically rational in any given situation, nor any
single situation that demands only one axiologically
rational emotion. While allowing for diversity, then, de
Sousa’s model implies that emotions are able to provide
information about an object, regardless of the emotional
reaction to it. Thus, in reference to Plato’s question,
Macmurray and de Sousa are claiming that, in the case of
rational emotion, we love that which is loveable, we do
not merely regard it as loveable because it is loved.

Emotional education in theory
It follows, for Macmurray at least, that the mere
experience of irrational emotions indicates the potential
for enlarging the scope of reason in the emotional life.11

Moreover, since there has been an enduring concentration
on intellectual growth, without a comparable focus on
the development of feelings, he holds that the occurrence
of irrational emotions is hardly surprising. He claims that

‘primitive, uncultivated feeling is chaotic and unruly, but
so is primitive, uncultivated thought’.12  Consequently,
he alleges, education of the emotions is required.

Underlying such an enterprise would be an adequate
understanding of the origin of irrational feelings, for
which, Macmurray suggests, there are three sources. He
states:

‘We may have clear and definite feelings which are
illusory. We may have feelings which we misrepresent
and mistake; and we may be too insensitive to have
feelings that are called for by the nature of the situation.’13

On the basis of this statement, Macmurray asserts that
rational emotion is procured through the refinement of
‘sensibility’.14  Sensory-awareness is the environment in
which thinking, feeling and action occur. When sensory-
awareness is undeveloped the senses are frequently
restricted to their use as means for particular ends. On
the other hand, a developed and mature sensuous life
recognises the intrinsic as opposed to the merely
instrumental value of an object, ‘appreciating and
enjoying it’ .15

Initially, then, an emotional education would have to
change the widespread view of sensuality as something
offensive and in need of suppression. However,
Macmurray contends that there is a cost involved in
educating the emotions, since the ability to experience
enjoyment is also the ability to experience pain. We must
choose, therefore, between restricting the capacity for
pleasure, in order to reduce pain, or intensifying pleasure
and accepting pain. Even so, Macmurray is not advocating
extreme sensual gratification; rather, by emphasising the
reference to the nature of the object, as opposed to the
self, he is arguing for adequately directed emotions. In
this sense, his perception mirrors the Aristotelian view of
the virtuous person as someone who is ‘angry at the right
things and with the right people’ .16 Yet, whereas Aristotle
describes an emotional education as one which teaches
us ‘to enjoy the things we ought and to hate the things
we ought’,17 Macmurray insists on an emotional education
that encourages diversity of experience and expression,
as opposed to authoritarian and dogmatic instruction.
This is possible, Macmurray alleges, to the same extent
that it is possible to educate the intellect without being
prescriptive. He states that:

‘emotional education should be, therefore, a considered
effort to teach children to feel for themselves; in the same
sense that their intellectual training should be an effort to
teach them to think for themselves’.18

Nevertheless, the idea of teaching others to feel (or think)
for themselves appears to be contradictory. An educator

8 Appropriateness is not universal though; it will vary in different
cultures and social settings.
9 Francis Dunlop, The Education of Feeling and Emotion (London:
Allen and Unwin, 1984), p. 28 ff.
10 Ibid., p. 171 ff. Axiology refers to worth or value, as opposed to
the truth contained in cognitive rationality.
11 Macmurray, Reason and Emotion, p. 17.

12 John Macmurray, Freedom in the Modern World (London: Faber,
1932), p. 143.
13 Macmurray, Reason and Emotion, p. 17.
14 Ibid., p. 19.
15 Ibid., p. 22.
16 Aristotle, The Nicomachean Ethics, tr. David Ross (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1980), 4.5, 1125b15-35.
17 Ibid., 10.1, 1172a15-b2.
18 Macmurray, Reason and Emotion, p. 39.

Reason Versus Emotion: Redressing The Balance Esther McIntosh



30

Practical Philosophy             July 2001

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

might be able to influence the direction of thoughts and
feelings, but it seems that it is only individuals who can
teach themselves independence of thought and feeling.
In this respect, Macmurray’s terminology is misleading.
Admittedly, he employs the phrase ‘teach children to feel
for themselves’ in order to avoid supporting
indoctrination, while simultaneously advocating the
growth of the individual towards interdependent rather
than independent living. Thus, he maintains that ‘instead
of training for society what is required from the beginning
is a training in society’.19 Unfortunately, this statement
indicates a tension in Macmurray’s work between arguing
for the advancement of the individual’s feelings and an
education in social etiquette. While Macmurray claims
that he is in favour of free feeling it seems that he is
promoting socially acceptable behaviour. Central to his
thesis on rational emotion, however, is his concern with
the progress of humanity, not the maintenance of the
status quo.

Emotional education in practice
In recent times, the growing numbers of horrific instances
of violence on school property has forced educators to
reassess the traditional principles of education. As a
result, alternative views on the subject, including
Macmurray’s, are being more widely accepted and a few
schools have begun to train the emotions. On a larger
scale, Goleman, for example, holds that increases in crime,
depression, eating disorders, drug addiction and marital
breakdown can be attributed, at least in part, to the
antecedent lack of a structured emotional education and
the correspondingly overwhelming emphasis on
intellectual ability.20  Not only does this system
marginalize the less intellectually able, it ignores the
neurological and physiological evidence supporting the
importance of the ‘emotional brain’.21  Indeed, Goleman
claims that an individual’s IQ does not represent his or
her aptitude for life. The ability of humans to integrate
into society and to find contentment is, he alleges, affected
by their ‘emotional intelligence’22  (EQ) at least as much
as by their intellectual brilliance. Consequently, contrary
to the traditional education, which teaches children to
disentangle their intellectual brain from emotional
influence, Goleman supports a Macmurrian model of
education, where emotion and intellect are harmonised.

Admittedly, the pre-school years are formative ones; yet,
Goleman maintains that, within the context of a
reassuring environment, a properly trained teacher could
reshape prior emotional deficiencies.23  Hence, through
the enhancement of self-awareness and interpersonal
skills, emotional education could pre-empt the need for
psychotherapy; thus, it would function as a prevention
rather than a cure for what are sometimes referred to as
‘society’s ills’. At its most effective, Goleman argues,
training in EQ would be blended into the daily routine of

school life, addressing issues as and when they arise. It
would not, therefore, be a new subject on the curriculum,
nor one which was subject to examinations and grades;
instead, it would pervade all other subjects. In essence, it
would aim to provide the skills necessary, throughout
life, for improving general happiness and social
adjustment.

There are schools, nonetheless, that are teaching
emotional competence as a separate subject, and with
some degree of success. At the Nueva Learning Center in
San Francisco ‘Self-Science’ is a new subject on the
timetable.24  As the tutor takes the register, the students’
answers include numbers ranging from one to ten,
indicating whether they are in low or high spirits. Those
who are comfortable with doing so then discuss their
feelings; identifying different emotions, the underlying
causes of them and creative methods for dealing with
them. These skills are put into practice during other social
exercises. For example, while groups of children learn to
cooperate in order to complete shape puzzles, an observer
comments on the types of behaviour exhibited,
encouraging the students to listen to others’ reporting
feelings and to express their own feelings without
apportioning blame or becoming aggressive. In order to
confirm that the desired lessons have been learned, in
their final school year the students are asked to solve an
emotional problem, such as bullying. Similarly, students
at the Augusta Lewis Troup Middle School in New Haven
are set the task of recognising the feelings exhibited by
the facial expressions in magazines25 . The assessment of
the exercise is based on Paul Ekman’s physical
descriptions of the emotions. Both these schools claim
that giving children the opportunity to distinguish
between a variety of emotions, in a structured setting,
eases school tensions and assists students in the
appropriation of less destructive resolutions to conflicts
and pressures.

Alternatively, in California, the schools in Oakland
enrolled on the Child Development Project teach
emotional competence through the traditional
curriculum.26  Primarily, this project focuses on inventive
methods of discipline. Instead of being an authoritative
voice of detention, the teacher resolves friction through
games involving negotiation. In addition, certain books
on their reading list operate as a useful platform for
debating the intricacies of friendship. In Seattle, the John
Muir Elementary School has also chosen not to list
emotional education as an independent subject, although
an hour a week has been set aside for the discussion of
childhood agitation.27  A box in the classroom, for children
to anonymously post their grievances, serves as the
material from which students feelings are shared and
resolved. In this way, the absence of a static curriculum
allows the teacher to address the specific needs of the
students, in direct accordance with their developing ages
and abilities.

A further example of the attempt to respond to the
prevalent emotional concerns of the students has been19 Ibid., p. 51 (author’s italics).

20 Daniel Goleman, Emotional Intelligence: Why It Can Matter More
Than IQ (London: Bloomsbury, 1996).
21 Ibid., part 1, pp. 1-29.
22 Ibid., p. xii.
23 Ibid., pp. 187-228. Goleman also claims that it is medical fact that
emotional well-being has a direct bearing on physical health. Ibid.,
pp. 164-185.

24 Ibid., p. 261 ff.
25 Ibid., p. 269 ff.
26 Ibid., p. 272.
27 Ibid., p. 273.
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demonstrated by the New York City schools participating
in the Resolve Conflict Creatively Program.28  Since
violence, often involving the use of firearms, is a particular
problem for students in New York, emotional education
centres on peaceful compromise. Through the use of role
play, children learn to detect the feelings that precede
anger, enabling them to defend themselves without
attacking others. When disputes arise, the students
involved speak to a trained and impartial mediator, who
teaches them to accept all of their feelings and enables
them to communicate more effectively. Since not all
courses of action are equally favourable, though, these
schools encourage the diffusion of emotionally charged
situations through the image of traffic lights. Red, amber
and green signal stop, think and act; hence, instead of
assaulting, crying or withdrawing, the traffic light symbol
animates the process of identifying feelings, setting goals,
considering solutions and taking responsibility for the
consequences.

From all these case studies, Goleman ascertains that the
common key components of EQ are:

‘being able to motivate oneself and persist in the face of
frustrations; to control impulse and delay gratification;
to regulate one’s moods and keep distress from swamping
the ability to think; to empathise and to hope.’29

Delayed gratification, for example, was shown, by Walter
Mischel’s ‘Marshmallow Test’, to be a significant life
skill.30  In this experiment, Goleman reports that several
four year old children were, individually, seated at a table
on which a single marshmallow was placed. They were
told that they could eat it immediately, or, if they waited
for ten minutes, while the relevant adult left the room to
attend to some other matter, they would be given two
marshmallows to eat when the adult returned. Over a
period of fifteen years, Mischel’s team continued to assess
the progress of the children involved in the experiment.
The collated results appear to confirm the view that those
who had delayed gratification, and so received the second
marshmallow, were more adept socially. Perhaps more
surprisingly, their academic grades were also higher than
those who had eaten the single marshmallow. While it
might seem that these results could be explained by
assuming that those with the higher IQ have a superior
understanding of the nature of delayed gratification and
other socially beneficial attributes, Mischel’s team
discovered that the results of the experiment could not
be mapped onto the graph of their IQ scores. Mischel
concluded, therefore, that the ability to deal with setbacks
in later life is extraneous to intellectual endowment.

There are undoubtedly many other factors that could have
contributed to Mischel’s findings. Furthermore, Mischel’s
experiment only suggests that those who have emotional
competence in early life can apply it in adult life, it does
not necessarily prove that such skills are acquired in
childhood. Without insisting that emotional literacy can
only be learned by the young, the schools that have begun
to incorporate emotional training into their educational
programme are making extraordinary claims. In large

inner-city schools and in small private educational
institutions, the introduction of emotional competence
into the educational curriculum has brought about a
decrease in instances of eating disorders, drug abuse and
relational breakdown. Consequently, such schools are
experiencing an increased sense of community and
improved scholastic performance. At its best, Goleman
recounts that the effect of educating the emotions is a
fifty percent reduction in childhood depression and
discipline problems.31  While the development of EQ is
not intended or expected to be a panacea, Goleman is
convinced it has a much greater effect on the personal
well-being and social integration of our children, than
the mere provision of information about potential
dangers, such as drugs, pregnancy and bullying. 32

Some possible objections
Since the recognition of EQ, despite its growth, is still a
rare phenomenon, it is likely that there will be many
objectors to its wider application. However, Dunlop
states:

‘It seems to me that if one can show that affective
education is largely a matter of development as a human
being, or as a person, and that this process cannot take
place automatically but requires the help and guidance
of others, then one has provided all the ‘justification’ for
affective education that one need provide. For who could
doubt that, other things being equal, it is better to be a
developed person than an undeveloped one?’33

Dunlop and Macmurray are convinced that human
development is an interpersonal process. In addition, the
contemporary increase in those seeking professional help
suggests that, whatever the explanation, emotional
competence is, at least sometimes, not automatic.

Nevertheless, even if ‘justification’ for educating the
emotions can be offered to Dunlop’s satisfaction, there
are other problems with commissioning its inclusion in
the school curriculum. Firstly, the limitations in this
exercise would need to be recognised; that is, as with
other areas of education, so much is learned beyond the
perimeters of the school gates. Secondly, the damage that
could be done if the schools ‘get it wrong’ is bound to be
a primary concern, especially given the difficulty of
assessing its progress without the traditional format of
examinations. Checks and balances would need to be
established, perhaps these could be of a similar form to
those operating within pre-school child care. Thirdly,
there is the fear of indoctrination, but this is a risk with
any area of education; moreover, emotional control is not
meant to curtail the immediacy of emotions or to dictate
acceptable emotional responses. While emotional
expression is sanctioned, it is ensuing actions in
contravention of society’s rules that are questioned.
Herein lie the fourth and fifth potential objections: that
emotional education encourages disingenuous emotional
expression and/or prevents social change. Both of these
protestations can be assuaged by explaining that what is
espoused is emotional awareness and management, as

28 Ibid., p. 276.
29 Ibid., p. 34.
30 Ibid., p. 80 ff.

31 Ibid., pp. 229-287.
32 Ibid., p. 256 ff.
33 Dunlop, The Education of Feeling and Emotion, p. 3.
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opposed to overt displays of unreal emotion or emotional
conformity. Likewise, the criticism that educating the
emotions would produce a dull uniformity of feeling is
evaded by acknowledging that the richness and creativity
resulting from a diversity of emotional temperaments is
commended by the supporters of EQ.34

Finally, it might seem that Goleman, even more than
Macmurray, is proposing the advancement of socially
acceptable behaviour rather than freedom of feeling.
However, it is only from the standpoint of feeling for
oneself that the individual can assess the appropriateness
of the feelings concerned. While this then affords the
individual the opportunity to compare those feelings with
the expectations of the relevant society, it is also a
foundation from which to question the predominant
social codes. Free feeling does not, therefore, function as
an assurance of the appropriateness of feelings, but the
discussion and distinction surrounding appropriate and
inappropriate feelings is rendered plausible when there
is freedom of feeling. Consequently, it is this process that
leads to the maturity of feeling.

Conclusion
Overall, an affective education would engender the
capacity to be emotionally sincere, which, even though it
may seem otherwise at times, is upheld by Goleman and
Macmurray as the cornerstone of personal and
interpersonal development. Goleman insists that respect
for others is shared and encouraged through honesty,
while Macmurray claims that emotional insincerity is
crippling. Intellectual codes of morality, he argues, have
promoted the suppression of feelings. Furthermore, he
states:

‘though we think it wrong to tell lies - that is, to express
a thought which we don’t really think, we often think it
right and virtuous to express a feeling that we don’t feel.
It is not right; it is completely demoralising.’35

Emotional insincerity, he maintains, is comparable with
intellectual insincerity; that is, while the intellectually
insincere person either expresses an opinion that is not
held or fails to express an opinion which is held, an
emotionally insincere person is guilty of expressing an
absent feeling or failing to express a present one.36  In
either case, Macmurray is referring to thoughts or feelings
that it would be to someone else’s advantage to share, as
opposed to the declaration of any and every thought and
emotion. Thus, while Macmurray expects his
interpretation of emotional sincerity to be criticised for
appearing to support moral decline, he insists that the
rejection of certain intellectual principles, in favour of
increasing personal integrity, is moral progress.
Moreover, free feeling, he states ‘will not guarantee us
security or pleasure or happiness or comfort: but it will

34 In addition to examples from the United States of America, the
University of Limerick is in favour of educating the whole person on
the grounds that this will be necessary in order to equip graduates
to deal with the demands of the twenty-first century. Cf. ‘Vision
2020. Educating the Whole Person - report of the Working Group’
(25th January 1996), http://www.ul.ie/~2020/ewp.html
35 Macmurray, Freedom in the Modern World, p. 150.

give us what is more worth having, a slow gradual
realisation of the goodness of the world and of living in
it’.37

Fundamentally, then, by replacing the relation of
domination and subordination with one of unity, the
education of the emotions redresses the historical
imbalance between reason and emotion. In this respect, it
contains a more holistic representation of the person than
is to be found in the Cartesian tradition. Consequently,
rather than those of limited intellectual ability being
forced to exist on the periphery of society, Macmurray’s
recognition of the importance of the emotions represents
a standpoint from which the intrinsic worth of all persons
can be conceived. In spite of this, critics might still claim
that it is not the place of philosophy to discuss the
education of the affective sphere; yet, the nature of the
human person is debated within philosophy and, as
Dunlop points out, ‘Human beings cannot remain human
if they leave a great part of themselves behind’.38
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36 Macmurray, Reason and Emotion, p. 75.
37 Ibid., p. 49.
38 Dunlop, The Education of Feeling and Emotion, p. 17.
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