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Irrationality as a Succinct Explanation of 
Conflicting Beliefs and Feelings in Certain 
Emotional Responses

One principal objection to the idea that propositional attitudes (such as beliefs) are 
necessary to emotional responses is provided by certain types of ‘fear of flying’ 
cases. These are cases where, though one might believe and accept that flying, for 
instance, is a safe form of travel, one still feels afraid when flying. In what follows 
I will look at a number of approaches that attempt to find solutions to these cases, 
in particular those offered by Paul Griffiths and Peter Goldie and the shortcomings 
that exist to these ‘solutions’ in terms of explanations based on rational rather than 
irrational descriptions.

Griffiths attempts to explain these cases in terms of independent modular systems 
and the appraisals that activate them. He follows Paul Ekman and Jerry Fodor in 
defining a modular system as one that processes information from our senses though 
remaining isolated from our central cognitive system, and one that is ineluctable, 
automatic or mandatory. Such an ‘informationally encapsulated’ system cannot thus 
make reference to beliefs about the world. Like Ekman, Griffiths considers emotions 
to be ‘affect-programmes’, that is, neural processes that set in motion specific patterns 
of physiological changes (such as, flinching or facial expression) - complex responses 
controlled by an appraisal system operating below the level of consciousness. The 
sequence of an emotional reaction has the following components: an appraisal 
system that triggers thoughts and, perhaps, memories, affect-programmes and a 
pattern of bodily and behavioural changes. The emotion itself is the complex of 
these components and cannot be reduced to a single one. Because emotions are 
Fodoresque modules and are separate from any central cognitive system, Griffiths 
regards emotional appraisals as distinct from judgments. This raises two questions: 
‘What sort of appraisal is it exactly that is being distinguished?’ and ‘How is this 
appraisal triggered in the first place?’

Having no judgments, ‘appraisal’ here cannot be equivalent to the term ‘evaluation’ 
as we ordinarily use it (i.e. to ascertain the value of or judge something), though 
these terms are often used as synonyms. Carolyn Price comments on Griffiths’ 
analysis that ‘an appraisal system evaluates [e.g.] the situation as dangerous’ 
(2005, p.56), but as there is no new and distinct definition offered this comment 
appears to rely on the traditional connotation of the cognitivist term ‘evaluation’. 
Later, we are told ‘emotional appraisal will represent some object or situation in 
the subject’s environment as threatening, or offensive, or whatever’ (Ibid. p.57), 
but again the term ‘represent’ is used without supplying a new definition and so 
we are left, inevitably, interpreting it as we would if used by a cognitivist. In other 
words, Griffiths appears to want to piggyback on the well-established cognitive 
terms evaluation, appraisal and representation, while providing no new definitions 
of these terms that would clearly illustrate why and how they have no connection 
to a central cognitive system.
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Price goes on to inform us that Griffiths ‘takes emotional appraisals to be non-
cognitive states ... produced by a separate set of modules ... they are psychological 
states of a distinct kind’ (Ibid. p.61). But even this is written without describing just 
what this unique ‘set of modules’ is, and how this distinct kind of psychological state 
triggers or controls an appraisal system? If what Ekman calls the ‘automatic appraisal 
mechanism’ (AAM) is that system which due to its alacrity and independence should 
not be thought of in terms of rational evaluation, how should it be viewed? And 
how exactly does this description help when attempting to account for long-term 
emotions, such as envy, that involve higher cognitive processes? When addressing 
these points Griffiths contends that such higher cognitive responses are clusters or 
patterns of desires that interrupt our ongoing activities, and comments that envy 
occurs when the ‘occasion of the source of envy is remembered’, and suggests that 
‘the AAM would have some form of memory, storing information about classes 
of stimuli previously assessed as meriting emotional response’ (1998, p.92). What 
these points amount to is a description given in terms of episodes - of dispositional 
reactions - and not to emotional states per se. The weakness of this non-propositional 
approach lies in the idea that the source of this emotion is in remembering something; 
which is almost identical to the cognitivist talk of dispositionally being attuned 
to emotionally react to particular situations. For example, Mr. Smith’s proneness 
to grieve when he opens a family photograph album and remembers the happy 
times he had with his now deceased mother.

A further concern arises when we consider how such a modular system deals 
with overlapping or ambivalent emotional responses. Griffiths offers an account, 
in terms of modules, for how Ellen can hold the following ambivalent reaction: 1) 
happiness at a friend and competitor’s promotion to a position she herself applied 
for; and 2) envy (or sadness) towards that person’s success, given that it deprived 
her of achieving an important personal goal and one she believed she deserved.�.
That is, Ellen’s ambivalent feelings of happiness and envy (or sadness) are created 
by two modular systems reacting to a piece of information differently. On the one 
hand, Ellen’s happiness module responds to the news that her friend has been 
promoted while, on the other hand, her envious (or sadness) module responds to 
the news that something which she deserved and strived for has not been awarded 
to her. Given that Griffiths regards emotions to be transitory and, thus, impossible 
for two opposing emotions to be experienced at the same time, the only way he 
can accommodate Ellen’s ambivalence is to say she ‘flip[s] from one emotion to 
the another’ (Price, 2005, p.155). But if this description is accurate, is it not also 
conceivable that Ellen has a worry module response (relating to concerns about her 
future prospects), and an anger module response (relating to a feeling of injustice 
having occurred)? If this were the case, then Ellen’s flip-flopping from happiness, 
to sadness, to envy, to worry, to anger, would make her a veritable emotional 
chameleon changing from one emotion response to another incessantly.

It is difficult, in fact, to understand how an appraisal system that ‘evaluates’ (Price, 
2005, p.56) or ‘compare[s]’ (Griffiths, 1997, p.92) information can also be automatic 

1  This example comes from Patricia Greenspan.
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and independent of any central cognitive system. Griffiths later suggests when 
commenting that the AAM will trigger our fear response, ‘if we have experienced 
an object as harmful in some past segment of our learning history’ (Ibid. p.95). A 
proneness to react to particular situations being embedded within us (i.e. remaining 
as a residue of thought or belief or imagining) from earlier experiences either directly 
or indirectly (i.e. either through our own life experiences or through evolutionary 
traits we have evolved).

Griffiths’ view seems to be that the system that triggers emotional appraisals is 
analogous to perceptual systems, that is, a system that can process information 
but is independent of any central cognitive system. In what follows, I argue that 
this suggestion should only be considered after we have scrapped the idea of 
‘plain irrationality’ as being a cogent and legitimate explanation of these awkward 
emotions.

Peter Goldie believes cognitive hybrid theories oversimplify emotion analysis 
- they are too keen to ‘force-fit the emotions into the material world, based on a 
preconceived idea of what marks the mental off from the physical’ (2002, p.3). He 
attempts to put forward an account that ‘provides for the richness and diversity of 
emotional life’ by avoiding this ‘preconceived distinction between mind and body ...  
[so that] one could set out to give an ontology of the emotions directly’ (Ibid. p.3). 
The example he uses of a case where contradictory beliefs and feelings are held is 
someone’s fear of falling from a cliff in spite of the cliff-walk being a safe distance 
from the cliff edge, and it being in a good state of repair, and their acceptance of this 
fact. He tries to explain this by invoking the notion of ‘cognitive impenetrability’, 
that is, though you believe there is ‘absolutely no reason to feel fear, as there is no 
possibility of falling’ (Ibid. p.76), yet you still feel afraid. But what Goldie does not 
directly address is the question, ‘Why is this example simply not considered a case 
of plain irrationality?’. This question needs to be addressed, for the seriousness or 
otherwise with which one takes an emotional response is, in part, related to how 
proportionate or appropriate (i.e. reasonable) it is. For instance, if I am afraid of 
harmless house spiders - though I am aware I have no basis to fear house spiders 
- and react to one by screaming and running away from it, my friends may very 
well not take my reaction of fear to be sufficient for them to follow suit. In fact, 
they would most likely attempt to explain to me why my reaction is unreasonable 
or irrational, inappropriate or disproportionate. In other words, an answer to the 
question of reasonableness has a direct effect on the earnestness, or otherwise, with 
which we take emotional reactions.

Goldie writes that in such a case you ‘imagine yourself slipping, being pushed, or 
caught by an unexpected burst of wind’ (Ibid. p.76) and that ‘if you know you feel 
fearful of falling over the cliff, it is possible to identify a belief as reasonably arrived 
at, say as to absence of the risk of falling given the distance to the edge, so that 
you can see that it is your feelings of fear that are cognitively impenetrable’ (Ibid. 
pp.228-229). The first point appears to make quite a bit of sense, for it is perfectly 
comprehensible to consider how one might imagine a gust (or burst) of wind or 
landslide that could precipitate one’s slipping despite being (apparently) a safe 
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distance from the cliff edge. But the second point is far more difficult to grasp - for 
from where does one’s feelings of fear stem? What is there to convince one that 
if you do not believe there is a chance (i.e. ‘you are in no danger’ [Ibid. p.76]) of 
falling from the cliff that you would be overcome by ‘waves of fear’? (Ibid. p.76).

Goldie’s answer stems from Hume and he returns to his first point - it happens 
when one’s ‘imagination runs away’ (Ibid. p.77) with one. But again it might be 
legitimately asked, ‘Why should such a fear not simply be considered irrational?’. 
Our capacity to be irrational appears shied away from by most theorists who either 
attempt to introduce analogies (as I will show) that simply don’t stand up, ones 
that are highly convoluted and rely on a language redolent of another theoretical 
approach, or ignore altogether the possibility that these cases are irrational albeit, 
arguably, evolutionarily embedded. Goldie himself notes how ‘being human does 
not involve exemplifying the ideals of rationality. What we should look for and 
expect from emotional thoughts, feelings, and actions is intelligibility, and one can be 
“intelligibly irrational”, at least where the emotions are concerned. We should also 
not forget how lovable a person can be for their irrationalities, their inconsistencies, 
their sillinesses’ (Ibid. p.237). A literary example of just such a character might be 
Don Quixote, who’s irrationally optimistic (what we now call ‘quixotic’) outlook 
never waned throughout Cervantes’ novel.

Michael Stocker argues similarly that the attitude one has to a given proposition (he 
uses the ‘fear of flying’ example) need not be a belief, and so can oscillate between 
fear and confidence though the belief pertaining to our safety need not alter. One 
such attitude he isolates to illustrate his point brings us back to Hume and Goldie 
- ‘imagining’. But Stocker leaves a crucial question unanswered, ‘What is the basis 
of such imagining?’ An answer to this question is vital, for if we can trace the source 
of such imaginings we might be in a position to argue (as strong cognitivists would) 
that these cases are - though they may be weak beliefs, imaginings, judgments 
or thoughts - in fact, propositionally based. For it would then appear to make a 
great deal of sense to say that these imaginings were sourced in real possibilities,.
however remote or improbable, for example, that a tremor may create a shift in 
the landmass of the cliff propelling one to slip, or a freak gust of wind may blow 
across one’s path or a fault in the plane’s engine design has gone unnoticed and 
it will eventually explode.

The fact that our capacity to be irrational is all too often ignored has its roots, 
most probably, in the dominating world-view of the last four hundred years, i.e. 
the Enlightenment (or Age of Reason2). Equating rationality with intelligence has 
meant not only the suppression of emotion analysis but also of everything and 
everyone (women in particular) that has been viewed, or that are unprepared, to 
define themselves as merely animal rationale. As a result, our ‘sillinesses’ have been 
pushed off the radar of acceptable characteristics for intelligent people.

2 A coherent argument might well be made for suggesting it goes back a great deal further. Consider the 
�2th century reflections of Gerald of Wales, ‘Nature pleases less than art; reason, no longer reasoning, 
/Sinks in shame’ (1982, p.75). The emphasis here is on the importance of rationality rather than the 
irrationality of the emotions, a notion which, of course, goes right back to the Stoics and even Plato.
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In fact, there seems no good reason to consider being afraid of flying (Stocker, 1987) 
or cliff-walks (Goldie, 2000, pp.76, 77, 228, 229) to be anything other than irrational 
imaginings, thoughts, appraisals or judgments (however weak, inappropriate or 
disproportionate they might be) of specific situations. What is particularly interesting 
about this point is that the wholly negative connotation the term ‘irrationality’ has 
accrued may well not be justified, as least in evolutionary terms, because ‘false-
positive responses’, as Griffiths recognises, have much to recommend them. There 
are, in fact, two opposing ways our irrational emotional responses may affect us: 1) 
the ‘negative outcome’ - a individual who is deeply vengeful, for instance, towards 
another may be driven (irrationally) to take a course of action that ends up creating 
a situation that only harms his interests more than was the case initially; and 2) 
the ‘positive outcome’ - a individual who was bullied as a child may, for instance, 
reacts to provocation as an adult by (irrationally) lashing out at his tormentor and, 
by so doing, deters the bully from picking on him again.

Irrationality provides a useful explanation of how we might hold a belief about the 
harmlessness of the dark, for example, and yet still be afraid of it. Though Griffiths 
argues that emotional appraisals are modular he also writes that,

a single aversive experience or a single display of fear by a caregiver may 
result in a fear of, say, the dark that will be retained despite any amount of 
information about the harmlessness of darkness. Emotional responses do 
not seem to adjust themselves as readily as beliefs when new information 
is acquired about the environment. Substantial counter-conditioning 
seems to be needed to delete an assessment once it has become linked 
to an affect program response. This may be due to the evolutionary 
advantages of false-positive responses . . . in evolutionary terms, phobias 
and irrational distastes may have much to recommend them (1997, pp.90-
91, italics my own).

As a cognitive theorist Martha Nussbaum suggests that ‘we may often hold 
contradictory beliefs, especially in cases of long habituation’ (2001, p.35). One of 
Nussbaum’s illustrations of this type of example is Sandra, a woman who was 
terrified by a dog during childhood but has since learned ‘that dogs are no danger 
to her well-being; but she still fears dogs’ (Ibid. p.35). This contradictory stance is 
explained as simply an old belief having become ingrained or entwined into the 
fabric of Sandra’s evaluative judgment of dogs, in the same way as Griffiths wrote 
of a ‘single aversive experience or single display of fear by a caregiver may result 
in a fear of say the dark’ (1997, pp.90-91), or Goldie of ‘dispositions to experience 
further emotional episodes’ (2000, p.144).

In conclusion, two pertinent points need to be made about Nussbaum’s suggestion: 
first, as Price notes, ‘judgments are supposed to be consistent: someone who is 
aware they have made two conflicting judgments is rationally required to resolve 
the inconsistency’ (2005, p.53). Something of the sense of this point seems to 
register with Nussbaum for though, on the one hand, she writes ‘we may often 
hold contradictory beliefs’ (2001, p.35), she goes on to describe how ‘Sandra still 
sees dogs as dangerous to her well-being ... although she also holds a general 
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belief that contradicts this’ (Ibid. p.36). But as we know, seeing does not equate 
to believing and so one is left wondering if, when Nussbaum’s writes ‘we may 
often hold contradictory beliefs’ she is, in fact, addressing the same question or 
the far less controversial question, ‘Can one hold beliefs while also holding non-
propositional representations or feelings that contradict those beliefs?’. For what 
she actually makes reference to are contradictions between beliefs and feelings, 
and not to contradictions between beliefs.

Second, Nussbaum writes of it being ‘irrational to believe that dogs never cause 
harm, so what she [Sandra] probably believes is that many dogs don’t cause harm’ 
(Ibid. p.36). Here we are left with a question of degrees, a question of real possibility 
and the reasonableness of that possibility to instil a rational/comprehensible or 
irrational/incomprehensible fear. Though a tremor is possible, its likelihood, in the 
location Goldie suggests, is minute and so to fear the cliff walk on that basis should 
not be considered ‘cognitively impenetrable’ or ‘informationally encapsulated’ but 
irrational or just plain silly.

All in all, it seems there is much to recommend an acceptance of irrationality as 
providing a lucid explanation of fear of flying type cases once we can overcome our 
prejudice of always eking out rational explanations for our emotional responses.
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