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This article provides a new account of how moral beliefs can be e pistemicall y justified. I argue that we 
should take seriously the hypothesis that the human mind contains emotion-enriched moral perceptions, 
i.e. perceptual experiences as of moral properties, arising from cognitive penetration by emotions. Fur- 
ther, I argue that if this hypothesis is true, then such perceptual experiences can provide re g ress-stopping 
justification for moral beliefs. Emotion-enriched moral perceptions do exhibit a kind of epistemic depen- 
dence: they can only justify moral beliefs if the emotions from which they arise are themselves justified. 
However, to have a justified emotion, one only needs (1) to possess some non-moral information and 
(2) to respond fittingly to this information. Neither (1) nor (2) requires one to possess any justifica- 
tion for moral beliefs antecedently, so emotion-enriched moral perceptions can halt the re g ress of moral 
justification. 

Ke ywords: moral epistemolog y; moral perception; emotions; cognitive penetration; 
epistemic dependence. 

I. ‘I saw the unspeakable wrongness’ 

It is curious,’ writes George Orwell in his essay ‘A Hanging’ (1931 ), ‘but till
hat moment I had never realized what it means to destroy a healthy, con-
cious man. When I saw the prisoner step aside to avoid the puddle, I saw
he mystery, the unspeakable wrongness of cutting a life short when it is in full
tride’. For the philosophical reader, this passage presents an intriguing sugges-
ion. Orwell describes himself as seeing the wrongness of putting a man to death.
an perceptual experiences really present us with moral properties such as
rongness? (Talk of ‘seeing’ can be metaphorical, but Orwell equates seeing
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the wrongness with seeing the prisoner step aside.) If so, might these percep-
tual experiences as of moral properties (henceforth ‘moral perceptions’) help
us make sense of the idea that some moral beliefs are rational, or epistemically
justified, while others are not? 

There is much that is attractive about the suggestion that moral percep-
tions provide justification for moral beliefs. 1 In the philosophy of perception,
arguments from Susanna Siegel and others have convinced many philoso-
phers that mature agents can literally see a rich array of properties: not just
the shape and colour of a tree’s leaves and berries, but its property of being a
rowan; not just the shape and colour of some letters on a page, but their prop-
erty of being the word ‘rowan’. 2 If it is philosophically respectable to think we
can literally see taxonomic and linguistic properties, then it is not outlandish
to explore the idea that we can literally see moral properties too. And since
people are normally entitled to believe the contents of their visual experiences,
it is prima facie plausible that moral perceptions—if they exist—provide jus-
tification for moral beliefs. 

My aim in what follows is to defend the epistemic significance of moral
perception in one of its varieties. In recent years, much of the excitement
about moral perception has worn off. Most specialists now agree that moral
perception, if such a thing exists, cannot provide a satisfying explanation of
how moral beliefs can be epistemically justified. 3 They reach this conclu-
sion by thinking about the mental processes through which moral perception
could arise and the epistemic statuses those processes instantiate. One possi-
ble mechanism is that a person’s existing moral beliefs infuse her perceptual
experiences with moral content through a process of cognitive penetration (a
notion I explain below). But, as we will see later, moral perceptions arising
in this way are subject to an epistemic regress: they only have the power to
justify moral beliefs if the moral beliefs from which they arise are justified
already. This means such moral perceptions only have justificatory power if
the agent already has a stock of justified moral beliefs from some other source.
1 Defences of moral perception in this sense include McNaughton (1988 ) (who invokes the 
Orwell passage), Greco (2000 : 231–48), Watkins and Jolley (2002 ), McBrayer (2010a ,b) ; Cullison 
(2010 ), Audi (2010 , 2013) ; Dancy (2010 ), Church (2013 ), Wisnewski (2015 ), De Mesel (2016 ) and 
Werner (2016 , 2018 , 2020b) . NB I am using the term ‘moral perception’ in a way that corre- 
sponds to what Werner (2020a ) calls ‘contentful’ moral perception, as opposed to ‘attentional’ 
moral perception. Note however that my discussion is neutral between representational views of 
perception, which explain the intentionality of perception in terms of content, and relational 
views, which cash out the content of perception in terms of an unanalysable perceptual relation 
to objects and their properties (see Campbell 2002 : 114–31; Siegel 2010a ). Also note that, for 
brevity, I am using ‘perception’ and ‘perceptual experience’ interchangeably (glossing over the 
fact that ‘perception’ is factive in ordinary language). 

2 See Siegel (2006 , 2010b) and Bayne (2009 ). 
3 See Cowan (2015a ,b) , Faraci (2015 , 2019) , Crow (2016 ) and Väyrynen (2018 ). An important 

countervailing voice is Werner (2018 ). His argument, which focuses on intraperceptual learning 
rather than cognitive penetration, is complementary to the one offered here. 
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onsequently, these perceptions cannot explain how moral beliefs can be epis-
emically justified in the first place. 

Against this tide of pessimism, I argue that moral perceptions can provide
egress-stopping justification for moral beliefs, if they arise through a different
echanism: cognitive penetration by emotions. I argue that emotion-enriched
oral perceptions (as I call moral perceptions arising in this way) provide us
ith a powerful and empirically plausible account of the epistemic founda-

ions of moral inquiry. The article is structured as follows . Section II explains
he notion of cognitive penetration and why it is a plausible mechanism for

oral perception. Section III considers the hypothesis that moral percep-
ions arise through cognitive penetration by beliefs and identifies two kinds of
roblem with this hypothesis. Section IV motivates the hypothesis that moral
erceptions arise through cognitive penetration by emotions and argues that

t avoids the problems of the previous hypothesis. Section V addresses the
orry that emotion-enriched moral perceptions are epistemically dependent,
rguing that the kind of dependency they exhibit does not lead to a regress.
ection VI addresses a related worry about epistemic redundancy. 

II. The cognitive penetration of perception 

n order to assess the epistemic significance of moral perception, we need
o understand the mechanisms through which it might arise. I’ll begin by
ntroducing a general mechanism through which, very plausibly, perceptual
xperiences of a rich 

4 array of properties can arise: cognitive penetration. 5

or our purposes, the best way to introduce the phenomenon of cogni-
ive penetration is with an example. Consider the Sine-Wave Speech effect
see Remez et al. 1981 ; Davis and Johnsrude 2007 ). (I urge the reader to
ause here and listen to the online demonstrations available at www.mrc-cbu.
am.ac.uk/personal/matt.davis/sine-wave-speech or https://users.sussex.ac.
k/∼cjd/SWS/index.html.) To experience the effect, you listen to two au-
io clips in a specific sequence. First, you listen to the Sine-Wave Clip, which
ounds like a meaningless jumble of whistling sounds. Next, you listen to the
riginal Clip, which sounds like a normal, intelligible recording of someone

aying a sentence. Finally, you listen to the Sine-Wave Clip again. To your
urprise, the Sine-Wave Clip now sounds totally different. Instead of a mean-
ngless jumble of whistles, you now hear the sounds as forming the words of
4 I follow the somewhat vague convention of using the term ‘rich’ to gesture towards per- 
eptual experiences which present things as exhibiting complicated properties (e.g. natural kind 
roperties, linguistic properties, moral properties) which go beyond the more conservative list 
f ‘proper sensibles’ which uncontroversially show up in perception (e.g. shape, colour, position, 
itch, loudness, duration). 

5 See Siegel (2010b : 10–1). 
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a sentence, namely the sentence you just heard in the Original Clip. (The
Sine-Wave Clip is derived from the Original Clip through a process of fre-
quency analysis). Anyone who experiences the effect will, I think, agree; it
is not just that you think or believe that the Sine-Wave Clip encodes the sen-
tence. Rather, your auditory experience is different. After hearing the Original
Clip, you hear the sounds of the Sine-Wave Clip as forming words. 

This effect is significant for our purposes for two reasons. First, your initial
auditory experience of the Sine-Wave Clip differs from your later experience
of it. A compelling way of explaining this phenomenological datapoint is that
your later experience presents the parts of the clip as falling into linguistic
kinds (or, equivalently, as instantiating linguistic properties). 6 Thus, the Sine-
Wave Speech effect constitutes a beautiful ‘phenomenal contrast’ case, just
like the cases that are often used to argue for rich views of perception. 7 Sec-
ondly, the Sine-Wave Speech effect illustrates the idea that background men-
tal states of various kinds can affect the contents of perceptual experiences. By
listening to the Original Clip, one acquires a mental representation of what
was said in that clip. Afterwards, when one hears the Sine-Wave Clip, one’s
perceptual experience of it is enriched by this new representation. The term
cognitive penetration is used to designate such processes of enrichment in which
background mental states affect the contents of a person’s perceptions. 8 To
count as a case of cognitive penetration, the state must influence the content
of the perception directly, by playing a role in perceptual processing, rather
than indirectly, e.g. by causing her to look in a certain direction. 9 In cognitive
penetration, the person’s perceptual systems access the background state and
use it as a parameter when converting sensory information into a perceptual
experience. 

The Sine-Wave Speech effect illustrates the idea that cognitive penetra-
tion can give rise to rich perceptual experiences. On this basis, it’s reasonable
to hypothesize that moral perceptions might arise through cognitive penetra-
tion. 10 As we’ll see later, with this concrete hypothesis about the mechanism 

for moral perception in hand, we can get clearer about the ramifications for
moral epistemology if the human mind really does contain such perceptions.
6 Of course, there are moves opponents of rich perception can make in reply (see Burge 
(2014 ) and Byrne’s contributions to Siegel and Byrne (2017 )). My aim here is not to establish 
conclusively that cognitive penetration can lead to rich perception, but only to motivate this 
idea and make it vivid. 

7 See Siegel (2006 , 2010b) and Bayne (2009 ). 
8 There is a growing consensus among cognitive scientists that cognitive penetration is a gen- 

uine phenomenon. For surveys, see Collins & Olson (2014 ), Vetter & Newen (2014 ) and Newen & 

Vetter (2017 ) (though see Firestone and Scholl (2016 ) for a dissenting view, which they acknowl- 
edge swims against the tide). See Block (2023 : 338–79) for an up-to-date overview. 

9 See Vance (2014 : 259). 
10 See Cowan (2015a : 671–3; 2015b : 175–7) for further arguments that cognitive penetration is 

the most likely mechanism for moral perception. 
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ut what specific kind of cognitive penetration might lead to perceptions with
oral contents? 

III. Belief-enriched moral perception 

ne hypothesis which has attracted a lot of attention is the idea that moral
erceptions arise through cognitive penetration by the agent’s pre-existing
oral beliefs. Call the putative moral perceptions which arise in this way belief-

nriched moral perceptions. We can illustrate this hypothesis by fleshing out the
rwell example: 

Belief-Enriched Orwell: Orwell believes that it’s wrong to cut a hu- 
man life short. His perceptual systems receive information indicating that 
he and his accomplices are cutting a human life short. His belief cogni- 
tively penetrates his visual experience, causing him to see what they are 
doing as wrong. 

hen incoming sensory information indicates that an object exhibits non-
oral properties which the agent’s pre-existing beliefs associate with some
oral property, the upshot is a perceptual experience of the object as instan-

iating that moral property—so the belief-enrichment account goes. This ac-
ount faces two major problems, the first descriptive and the second epistemic.
he Descriptive Problem shows that belief-enrichment cannot explain puta-

ive cases of moral perception like Orwell’s after all. The Epistemic Problem
hows that belief-enriched moral perceptions, if they exist, are less useful for
eveloping a non-sceptical moral epistemology than you might expect. 

escriptive Problem . I have modelled Belief-Enriched Orwell on the passage
ith which we began. But in fact, the belief-enrichment account cannot make

ense of the details of that passage. Orwell describes himself as seeing a form
f wrongness he had ‘till that moment […] never realized’ was there. This sug-
ests that Orwell didn’t antecedently believe that cutting a human life short
as wrong. In his description, the wrongness of capital punishment is some-

hing he learns about for the first time through this experience, not something
e believed already. 11 However, if Orwell’s prior moral beliefs didn’t associate
he property of cutting a life short with the property of wrongness to begin
ith, then the belief-enrichment account cannot explain why he would see

his action as wrong. If the agent already holds beliefs that associate cutting a hu-
an life short with wrongness , then there’s no room for a new moral realization of
11 This aspect of the Orwell case is emphasized by McNaughton (1988 : 102–3). 

m
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the kind Orwell describes; on the other hand, if the agent doesn’t already hold
beliefs to that effect, then the belief-enrichment account cannot explain why
the agent would now see cutting a life short as wrong. This puts proponents
of the belief-enrichment account in a difficult dialectical position. The most
compelling putative cases of moral perception are precisely those in which an
experience leads an agent to form a moral belief which doesn’t follow from
what she already believes: these are the cases that cannot be explained away
by the rival hypothesis that the agent is quickly inferring a conclusion from her
existing moral beliefs. 12 Consequently, an account like the belief-enrichment 
account, which cannot make sense of cases in which moral perception leads
to a new moral realization, is in danger of being self-undermining. 

Epistemic Problem . The second problem is that, in order for Belief-Enriched
Orwell ’s moral perception to have any justificatory power, his prior moral
belief must already be justified. 13 To see why, consider a different case: 

Belief-Enriched Julia: By making a faulty inference, Julia has come to 

believe that homosexuality is wrong. Now she sees a gay couple kissing 

and, due to cognitive penetration, sees this act as wrong. On the basis of 
this moral perception, she forms the belief that it is wrong for these men 

to kiss. 

Is Julia’s new moral belief epistemically justified? Intuitively, it is not. Julia’s
moral perception is shaped by the unjustified belief with which she began.
The moral information it contains stems entirely from this unjustified pre-
conception. Therefore, it is counterintuitive to think that the moral belief at
which Julia arrives is any more justified than her initial unjustified belief. In
general, a belief-enriched moral perception will be incapable of justifying a
moral belief unless the moral belief from which it arose was justified to begin
with. But this creates an epistemic regress: an agent must already have a stock
of justified moral beliefs from some other source before such perceptions can
have any justificatory power. Consequently, belief-enriched moral perceptions 
cannot help us make sense of how moral beliefs can be epistemically justified
in the first place. 

In previous discussions, authors have tended to move quickly from the Epis-
temic Problem for belief-enriched moral perception to a general loss of hope
in the idea that moral perception can stop the regress of justification for moral
12 See Hutton (2022 : 575–6). 
13 This has been argued by Cowan (2015a ,b ); Faraci (2015 ), Crow (2016 ) and Väyrynen (2018 : 

127–8). It is widely accepted that similar forms of epistemic dependence apply in non-moral 
cases of belief-enriched perception too (see Markie 2005 ; Siegel 2012 , 2013 ; Vance 2014 ). 
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elief. For instance, David Faraci lays out this problem and then quickly draws
he general conclusion that ‘we almost certainly must give up hope of devel-
ping a purely perceptual moral epistemology’ (2015 : 2059; cp. Crow 2016 :
98; Milona 2017 : 2259–60; see also Section V ). However, while it’s true that
elief-enriched moral perceptions cannot provide regress-stopping justification
or moral beliefs, there are other mechanisms through which moral percep-
ion might arise. 14 We need to look carefully at the epistemic properties of

oral perceptions arising in other ways before we give up hope on moral per-
eption. In what follows, I argue that emotion -enriched moral perceptions fare
etter. 

IV. Emotion-enriched moral perception 

n alternative mechanism through which moral perceptions might arise is
ognitive penetration by emotions. There is a good deal of evidence that emo-
ions can alter the contents of our perceptions. 15 Moreover, it is commonplace
mong psychologists and philosophers that a subset of our emotions, known
s moral emotions , in some sense keep track of the moral statuses of the actions,
ituations and people we encounter. 16 Therefore, it is plausible that, if our
erceptions are cognitively penetrated by moral emotions, the upshot will be
erceptions with moral contents. Call moral perceptions produced in this way
motion-enriched moral perceptions. 

The emotion-enrichment account provides another way of spelling out
hat is going on in the passage from ‘A Hanging’: 
14 Faraci (2015 : 2060) overlooks the possibility of other mechanisms, claiming that the only 
lternative to belief-enrichment is telepathy. 

15 Studies suggesting that emotions can alter the way things perceptually appear to us include 
an Ulzen et al. (2008 ), Anderson et al. (2011 ), Song et al. (2012 ), Stefanucci et al. (2012 ), Prinz & 

eidel (2012 ), Storbeck & Stefanucci (2014 ), Pitts et al. (2014 ) and Geuss et al. (2016 ). However, 
irestone & Scholl (2016 : 13–5) argue that more research is needed to establish whether these 
ndings indicate genuine cognitive penetration or whether emotions only affect perception in- 
irectly by modulating attention. (NB, to my mind, the studies I’ve cited all avoid Firestone and 
choll’s other main criticism, namely failing to distinguish effects on perception itself from effects 
n perception-based judgements.) Consequently, we should treat cognitive penetration by emo- 
ion as a promising empirical hypothesis rather than an established fact. But see Matey (2016 ) 
nd Fulkerson (2020a ) for more forthright, philosophical-cum-empirical arguments that cogni- 
ive penetration by emotion can generate perceptual experiences with evaluative or ‘affective- 

otivational’ content; cp. Siegel (2012 : 207). (Terminological note: if one thinks emotions do not 
ount as cognitive, one might prefer to call this ‘affective penetration’. However, since there is 
o settled definition of the ‘cognitive’, I will follow the convention of referring to this as a form 

f cognitive penetration. See Prinz (2004 : 41–51) for relevant discussion.) 
16 For this general picture, see e.g. Roberts (2003 ) and Haidt (2012 ). 
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Emotion-Enriched Orwell: Orwell sees that he and his accomplices 
are cutting a man’s life short. This leads him to feel a stab of guilt about 
what they are doing. The guilt penetrates his perceptual experience, caus- 
ing him to see what they are doing as wrong. On this basis, he forms the 
belief that killing this man is wrong. 

Let’s see how this account fares with the two problems I identified in the pre-
vious section. 

Descriptive Problem . This account does a much better job of capturing the de-
scriptive details of the passage than the belief-enrichment account did. In par-
ticular, emotion-enrichment allows us to make sense of how Orwell could
have come to see a kind of wrongness he had ‘till that moment […] never
realized’ was there. What Emotion-Enriched Orwell sees is not something
entailed by moral principles he already believes. Nor is it a reflection of the
moral beliefs he has previously formed about particular cases of cutting a hu-
man life short. Instead, a novel experience that evokes certain moral emotions
leads him to see capital punishment in a new light. Indeed, it’s a familiar phe-
nomenon within philosophy of emotion that an agent’s emotions can conflict
with her existing evaluative beliefs, a phenomenon known as recalcitrant emo-
tion. 17 Thus, even if an agent in Orwell’s situation initially believes that capital
punishment is sometimes warranted, he might nevertheless experience a neg-
ative moral emotion towards hanging upon witnessing it first hand. 18 Through
cognitive penetration, this could lead him to see the action as wrong. In gen-
eral, then, the emotion-enrichment account allows us to make sense of how
an agent could have moral perceptions which outstrip or even conflict with
her antecedent moral beliefs. It thus gives us a plausible explanation of what
is going on in these cases of moral ‘conversion’ or ‘breakthrough’. 

To underline this, let’s consider how the emotion-enrichment account can
make sense of a real-life case of moral conversion which, in many ways, paral-
lels the Orwell passage. In his autobiographical story, A Confession , Leo Tolstoy
describes how his ethical outlook changed when he witnessed an execution in
17 For example, D’Arms & Jacobsen (2003 ). 
18 Cp. the testimony of an anonymous prison chaplain quoted in the New Statesman in 1931 (the 

same year Orwell’s essay was published): ‘It cannot be denied that an execution is a moral shock 
of such a nature that it is impossible to say what may be its ultimate effect on mind and body. The 
final scene must always be a haunting and imperishable memory – the dreadful hooded figure 
on the scaffold; the thud of the falling drop; the awful plunge into the yawning pit, and the jerk 
as the rope tautens and sways. No one can leave the slaughter-shed without a deep sense of humiliation, 
horror and shame ’ (quoted in Nevinson 1931 , my italics). This was a time when hanging was state- 
sanctioned and morally condoned by many. So, many of the people who shared the chaplain’s 
feelings of ‘humiliation, horror and shame’ will have come to the ‘slaughter-shed’ in the belief 
that hanging is morally permissible. 
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9th century Paris (Tolstoy [1882] 2008 ). As a young man, Tolstoy had believed
n an ethics of ‘progress’ according to which capital punishment is sometimes
arranted as a means of bringing about ‘evolution’ in society ([1882] 2008 :

–12). (Tolstoy doesn’t quite say all of this explicitly, but it is implicit in what
e does say.) Later, he describes how ‘the sight of an execution revealed to
him] the precariousness of [his] superstition in progress’: 

When I saw the heads being separated from the bodies and heard them thump, one after
the next, into the box I understood, and not just with my intellect but with my whole
being, that no theories of […] progress could justify this crime. I realized that even if
every single person since the day of creation had, according to whatever theory, found
this necessary I knew that it was unnecessary and wrong, and therefore that judgements
on what is good and necessary must not be based on […] progress, but on the instincts
of my own soul. ([1882] 2008 : 12–3) 

ny account of Tolstoy’s experience of the execution must accommodate two
triking features. First, the moral import of his reported experience is at vari-
nce with his prior moral beliefs: it leads him to form the new belief that
apital punishment is ‘unnecessary and wrong’ and to abandon the ethics of
rogress to which he had previously subscribed. Secondly, the experience is at

east partly perceptual in nature: the whole experience is a gruesomely mul-
isensory affair, involving sights and sounds; it is the ‘sight’ of the execution
hrough which this new ethical proposition is ‘revealed’; Tolstoy takes the ex-
erience to involve more than just ‘intellect’—it feels to him like an ‘instinct
f [his] own soul’ which involves his ‘whole being’. 

There are various ways one might try to pin down the moral psychology at
ork here, 19 but it is noteworthy that the emotion-enrichment account offers
 good explanation of these features: 

Emotion-Enriched Tolstoy: Tolstoy sees the headless corpses and 

hears the inanimate thumps of the severed heads. This leads him to ex- 
perience extreme negative moral emotions such as horror, revulsion and 

repugnance. These emotions penetrate his perceptual experience, lead- 
ing him to see and hear the event as grotesque, aversive and forbidden. 
On this basis, he comes to believe that capital punishment is wrong. 

his way of explaining the case readily makes sense of the fact that Tolstoy’s
xperience is partly perceptual in nature. (It also readily makes sense of the ar-
uably obvious fact that Tolstoy’s experience is a highly emotional one.) Dis-
inctively, it also readily makes sense of the divergence between the content
f the experience and Tolstoy’s pre-existing moral beliefs. Due to the possi-
ility of divergence between an agent’s prior moral beliefs about a practice
19 For alternative accounts of similar cases, see Chudnoff (2015 ) and Hutton (2022 , 2023) . 

r 2024
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and her moral-emotional response to witnessing it, the process of emotion-
enrichment can lead an agent to perceive the moral status of that practice as
being different from what he had thought it was. In this way, the emotion-
enrichment account makes good sense of how Tolstoy’s moral experience can
diverge from his prior ethical outlook. 20 

Epistemic Problem . Crucially for our purposes, emotion-enriched moral percep-
tions are not just psychologically independent of the agent’s prior moral be-
liefs; they are epistemically independent of them too. Since the moral content
of an emotion-enriched moral perception doesn’t stem from any prior moral
belief, these perceptions do not exhibit the structure of epistemic dependence
revealed by cases like Belief-Enriched Julia : there is no prior moral belief
held by Emotion-Enriched Orwell or Emotion-Enriched Tolstoy which 

already needs to be justified in order for the emotion-enriched moral per-
ception to have justificatory power. Consequently, we do not get the kind
of epistemic regress that bedevilled the belief-enrichment account. There- 
fore, emotion-enriched moral perceptions seem capable of providing regress- 
stopping justification for moral beliefs. 

Some authors, however, have argued that the emotion-enrichment account 
ultimately fares no better than the belief-enrichment account, because it ex-
hibits its own form of epistemic dependence. I turn to this worry in the next
section. 

V. The epistemic dependence of emotion-enriched moral 
perception 

Although emotion-enrichment has received comparatively little attention 

from moral epistemologists, I’m not the first to note it as a mechanism through
20 A reviewer raises the following worry: by all accounts, Tolstoy is experiencing an emotion 
towards the execution. So, why think he is also experiencing an emotion-enriched moral percep- 
tion? Isn’t it simpler if Tolstoy is just experiencing the emotion, without this having an effect on 
the content of his perceptual experience? I have a lot of sympathy with this point. The emotion- 
enriched moral perception account is just one hypothesis about what is going on in cases like 
Tolstoy’s and Orwell’s, and it is less simple than the ‘emotional intuitionist’ account I advocate 
in Hutton (2022 ). Nevertheless, we should take the emotion-enriched moral perception model 
seriously qua hypothesis and explore its moral-epistemic ramifications. This is because, as noted 
in fn. 15, there is a body of evidence suggesting that emotions cognitively penetrate perceptual 
experience. Moreover, there is reason to think that complex interactions between different pro- 
cesses are ubiquitous in the human mind/brain, meaning that arguments from simplicity should 
not be given undue weight. As neuroscientist Luiz Pessoa puts it, ‘the architectural features of the 
brain provide massive opportunity for cognitive-emotional interactions, encompassing all brain 
territories. […] In this sense, vision is never pure , but only affective vision. A similar point can 
be made for other sensory modalities’ (2014 : 257, italics in original; see also 2022 ; Fulkerson 
2020a ,b) . I submit that this provides sufficient reason to be interested in what follows for moral 
epistemology if the emotion-enriched moral perception account turns out to be correct, even 
though simpler accounts are available. 
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hich moral perception might arise. So, why hasn’t emotion-enriched moral
erception been trumpeted as a source of regress-stopping justification be-

ore? The reason is that emotion-enriched moral perceptions exhibit a form
f epistemic dependence which, in some respects, parallels the epistemic de-
endence exhibited by belief-enriched moral perceptions. This has led previ-
us authors to apply their pessimism about belief-enriched moral perception
o emotion-enriched moral perception too. In this section, I will show that
hese authors are partly right: emotion-enriched moral perceptions really do
xhibit a kind of epistemic dependence. However, I will argue that, despite the
arallels with belief-enriched moral perception, the epistemic dependence of
motion-enriched moral perception does not lead to a regress. Crucially, this
eans that emotion-enriched moral perceptions really can explain how moral

eliefs can be epistemically justified, despite the dependency they exhibit. 
To understand the form of epistemic dependence which emotion-enriched

oral perceptions exhibit, we first need to understand the fact that emotions,
ike beliefs, can be evaluated as justified or unjustified. We can make this per-
picuous by rehearsing some standard ideas from the philosophy of emotion.
ach token emotion has an intentional object, which we call its target . Each
motion-type is paired with a certain evaluative property, which we call its
ormal object . We call a token emotion fitting iff its target exemplifies the for-

al object. (E.g. an agent’s outrage is fitting iff the thing she’s outraged by
s wrongful; an agent’s guilt is fitting iff the deed she feels guilty about is a
rongdoing for which she is culpable; etc.) Now, each token emotion is based
n preceding mental representations which provide information about its tar-
et. 21 (E.g. the agent’s outrage at a remark is based on hearing what was said;
er guilt is based on remembering what she did.) These preceding representa-
ions are called the emotion’s cognitive bases . Putting all these notions together,
ulien Deonna and Fabrice Teroni propose that we should call a token emo-
ion justified iff, in the situation the subject is in, the non-evaluative properties
he cognitive bases represent the target as having ‘constitute […] an exem-
lification’ of the formal object. 22 To illustrate, the agent’s outrage is justified

ff her auditory experience presents the remark as having a cluster of features
hich are (or would be) jointly sufficient, in that context, to make the remark
rongful. Or her guilt is justified iff the features she remembers her deed as
aving are jointly sufficient, in that context, to make the remark a culpable
rongdoing. In short, a justified emotion is one that is a fitting response to the

nformation on which it is based . 23 
21 Deonna & Teroni (2012 : 5). 
22 Deonna & Teroni (2012 : 96–8); cp. Goldie (2004a : 97–8; 2004b : 254–5). 
23 While this is the orthodox account of emotional justification, it is not wholly uncontrover- 

ial. Smith (2014 ) objects to it on the grounds that there is a ‘gap’ between the non-evaluative 
ontents of the cognitive bases and the evaluative nature of the emotions they allegedly justify 
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Now that we understand the idea that an emotion can be justified or un-
justified, we ought to wonder: what is the upshot, epistemically speaking, if an
emotion-enriched moral perception arises from an unjustified emotion? Let’s 
explore this by considering another imaginary case, an emotional analogue of
Belief-Enriched Julia : 24 

Emotion-Enriched Katherine: Katherine does not believe any 
moral principles prohibiting homosexuality, but she does tend to experi- 
ence negative emotions towards gay people. Today, Katherine sees a gay 
couple kissing, and feels outraged. This outrage cognitively penetrates her 
visual experience, causing her to see the kiss as wrong. On this basis, she 
forms the belief that it is wrong for these men to kiss. 

Does this emotion-enriched moral perception confer justification on Kather- 
ine’s new moral belief ? Intuitively, it does not. Because Katherine’s outrage is
not based on representations of any genuinely wrong-making properties, it is
unjustified. In light of this, our intuitions about Emotion-Enriched Kather-
ine are much the same as our intuitions about Belief-Enriched Julia ; a moral
perception stemming from an unjustified emotion has just as little justificatory
power as one stemming from an unjustified belief. This then is the form of
epistemic dependence exhibited by emotion-enriched moral perception: the 
moral emotion which gives rise to the perception must be a justified one, in
order for the perception to be capable of justifying a moral belief. 

This form of epistemic dependency has led some previous authors to dis-
miss emotion-enriched moral perception as a source of regress-stopping justifi-
cation for moral beliefs. It is on this basis that Robert Cowan (2015b ) concludes
that we cannot spell out an ‘adequate intuitionist epistemology’ by appealing
to emotion-enriched moral perceptions. 25 This response is understandable 
given the obvious parallels between Belief-Enriched Julia and Emotion-
Enriched Katherine . However, further scrutiny is needed. 
(cp. Echeverri 2019 : 551–2). Theorists have responded to this problem by adding a further condi- 
tion: to be justified, an emotion also needs to result from an emotional disposition with the right 
shape (Echeverri 2019 ; Deonna and Teroni 2022 ). Specifically, the disposition needs to output 
emotions that are fitting responses to their cognitive bases in a manner that is reliable and counter- 
factually robust . Below (footnote 26), I show how my main argument can be modified in the light 
of this more sophisticated account of emotional justification. A different criticism of Deonna and 
Teroni’s account comes from Müller (2019 , forthcoming) , who claims that it is logically impossi- 
ble for an emotion to have cognitive bases with exclusively non-evaluative contents (cp. Mulligan 
2010 ; Massin 2023 ). I find the arguments for this view unconvincing; see Mitchell (2019 ; 2021) 
for thorough criticisms. 

24 Cowan (2015b : 189) and Väyrynen (2018 : 127–8) discuss this kind of case. 
25 See also Väyrynen (2018 : 127–8). 
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The Epistemic Problem for belief-enriched moral perception did not arise
imply from the fact that those perceptions exhibit some form of epistemic de-
endence. Rather it arose from the fact that they exhibit a kind of epistemic
ependence that opens up a re g ress of justification for moral beliefs. The prob-

em, as the case of Belief-Enriched Julia reveals, is that an agent needs
o have justification for a moral belief antecedently in order for her belief-
nriched moral perception to be capable of justifying a subsequent moral be-
ief. Because this iterates, it follows that an agent must have justification for
ome moral beliefs from some other source to get the process going. Failing
his, the moral beliefs the agent forms on the basis of belief-enriched moral
erception will without exception be epistemically unjustified. For this reason,
elief-enriched moral perception cannot explain how epistemic justification

or moral beliefs arises in the first place. 
In contrast, the case of Emotion-Enriched Katherine only indicates that

n agent needs to have a justified emotion in order for her emotion-enriched
oral perception to have the power to justify a moral belief. However, as we

ave seen, in order to have a justified emotion, an agent only needs to (1) pos-
ess some non-moral information and (2) respond fittingly to that information.
o long as an agent can meet both conditions without possessing justification

or moral beliefs, there will be no regress; emotion-enriched moral perceptions
ill be capable of providing epistemic foundations for moral inquiry. 
An agent does not need to possess any justification for moral beliefs in

rder to meet (1), because one does not need justification for moral beliefs in
rder to possess non-moral information. Nor does an agent need to possess
ny justification for moral beliefs in order to meet (2), because the ability to
espond fittingly to one’s non-moral information (i.e. in a manner that will be
tting so long as the information is accurate) is a matter of being habituated

nto the right pattern of emotional responsiveness, not a matter of holding
ome propositional attitude, or being entitled to do so. To elaborate, an agent’s
motional response to a given cluster of non-moral information depends on
he process of habituation she has undergone in the course of childhood and
ater life. Some agents become entrained in patterns of emotional response
hich tend to result in unfitting emotions. For instance, an agent might
e brought up to experience negative moral emotions towards people who
ave harmless but atypical sexual preferences. Those agents’ emotions will

requently be unjustified irrespective of what non-moral information they
ossess. But other agents are brought up to have emotional dispositions which
losely mirror the genuine patterns of non-moral-to-moral determination
hich constitute the moral landscape. Such agents will tend to respond to the

ight- or wrong-making properties of objects by experiencing fitting positive
r negative moral emotions towards those objects. Those agents’ emotions
 m
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will tend to be justified. There is no reason to think that an agent needs to
possess justification for moral beliefs in order to fall into the latter category. 26 

It follows that an agent can have a justified emotion without antecedently
possessing justification for any moral belief. If such an emotion gives rise to
an emotion-enriched moral perception, that perception will be capable of jus-
tifying a subsequent moral belief, with no threat of a regress. In this way,
emotion-enriched moral perceptions can halt the regress of justification for
moral beliefs, despite exhibiting a form of epistemic dependence. 27 

VI. Objection: Epistemic Redundancy 

Before concluding, let me address an additional objection. Discussing a case
like Emotion-Enriched Orwell , Robert Cowan writes: ‘with respect to [his]
belief that [this killing] is wrong , it seems that it is [Orwell]’s emotional experi-
ence that is really doing the epistemological work. Indeed, one might say that
the perceptual experience that [this killing] is wrong isn’t adding anything to
[Orwell]’s justification for [this] belief.’ 28 The worry is that in cases where
an emotion-enriched moral perception arises from a justified emotion, we
might think that the emotion itself already provides justification for the rele-
vant moral belief. If so, then Orwell gains nothing epistemically from the pres-
ence of the emotion-enriched moral perception. If that’s right, then emotion-
enriched moral perceptions are epistemically redundant. 

In order to assess whether emotion-enriched moral perceptions are redun-
dant in this sense, we need to distinguish two claims: 

1. An emotion-enriched moral perception’s justificatory power depends on 

the penetrating emotion’s being justified . 
2. An emotion-enriched moral perception’s justificatory power depends on 

the penetrating emotion’s itself having justificatory power . 
26 What if we apply the more sophisticated account of emotional justification described above 
(footnote 23)? First, consider agents whose dispositions tend to produce unfitting emotions; on 
the sophisticated account, none of their emotions will count as justified. Secondly, consider agents 
whose dispositions tend to produce fitting emotions; for those agents, the sophisticated account 
and the simple account give the same result: most of their emotions are justified. So, applying 
the sophisticated account affects the details of which agents’ emotions are justified (and ipso facto 
whose emotion-enriched moral perceptions have justificatory power); but it doesn’t affect the 
crucial structural point that agents can have justified emotions without antecedently possessing 
justification for moral beliefs. 

27 This means that Cowan is wrong to claim that ‘an adequate intuitionist epistemology must 
ultimately account for non-inferentially justified belief in terms of e pistemicall y inde pendent sources’ 
(2015b : 188, italics in original; cp. Väyrynen 2018 : 127). For further relevant discussion, suggesting 
that Cowan may be friendly to my amendment, see Cowan (2018 : 227–31). 

28 Cowan (2015b : 189), italics in original, incidental details altered to fit the Orwell case. See 
also Milona (2017 : 2260). Thanks to a reviewer for pressing me to address this. 
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ases like Emotion-Enriched Katherine give us a reason to endorse (1). In
ontrast, we have not seen any reason to endorse (2). Nor do we find an argu-
ent for (2) in Cowan’s discussion or elsewhere in the literature. But a theorist
ho endorses (1) can maintain that emotion-enriched moral perceptions have

ustificatory power even if emotions do not. That would mean that emotion-
nriched moral perceptions are far from epistemically redundant: when an
motion occurs on its own, the agent doesn’t have justification for the rele-
ant moral belief; but when an emotion-enriched moral perception occurs,
he agent gains the relevant justification. Thus, unless there is reason to think
2) is true (and no reason seems forthcoming), we should not conclude that
motion-enriched moral perceptions are epistemically redundant. 

For concreteness, let me sketch a well-motivated combination of views from
hich it follows that emotion-enriched moral perceptions provide justification

or moral beliefs, while the emotions from which they arise do not. A theorist
ight hold that (a) a mental state needs to include the property of wrongness

s part of its content in order to justify beliefs about wrongness (e.g. Huemer
001 ) and (b) evaluative properties do not figure in the content of emotions,
ecause emotions are evaluative at the level of intentional mode rather than
ontent (e.g. Deonna and Teroni 2014 ). On this respectable combination of
iews, it comes out that Orwell’s emotion of guilt does not give him justifi-
ation for believing that this killing is wrong : although guilt is in some sense
n ‘evaluative’ type of attitude 29 (on this view), it does not have the kind of
ontent that would give Orwell justification for forming a belief regarding
rongness. But then (according to this combination of views) the process of
ognitive penetration makes all the difference; Orwell’s perceptual systems ac-
ess the evaluative information that is latent in the emotion’s attitude-type and
ransfer this information to the content of a perceptual experience. Through
his subpersonal process of emotion-enrichment, George’s inchoate attitude
f guilt gives rise to a perceptual experience which, for the first time, makes it
anifest to him that this killing is wrong . By binding the evaluative property to

he perceived object, the process of emotion-enrichment yields a mental state
hich gives George justification for believing a moral proposition that he pre-
iously did not have justification to believe. On this respectable combination
f views, Cowan’s assertion that ‘the perceptual experience […] isn’t adding
nything to [Orwell]’s justification’ is incorrect. 30 
29 See Massin (2023 : 789–90) for discussion of the sense in which, on this kind of view, emo- 
ions are evaluative attitudes despite lacking evaluative content. 

30 Here is another combination of views with the same implication: we might hold (a) that 
n experience can only justify a belief if it involves the deployment of conceptual capacities 
McDowell 1994 ; Brewer 1999 ), (b) that at least some perceptual experiences, including emotion- 
nriched moral perceptions, involve the deployment of conceptual capacities ( ibid .), but that (c) 
motions do not involve the deployment of conceptual capacities (Tappolet 2016 : 16–7; Mitchell 
020 ). 
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What these considerations show is that emotion-enriched moral perceptions
can provide regress-stopping justification, even if it turns out that emotions
cannot justify moral beliefs. In this sense, emotion-enriched moral perceptions
are not rendered epistemically redundant by the emotions that precede them.

VII. Conclusion 

Emotion-enriched moral perceptions provide a satisfying explanation of how 

moral beliefs can be epistemically justified. Although these perceptions ex-
hibit a form of epistemic dependence, the dependence in question does not
open up a regress. Consequently, emotion-enriched moral perceptions are ca-
pable of providing epistemic foundations for moral inquiry. There is promis-
ing evidence in favour of the empirical hypothesis that the human mind re-
ally does contain emotion-enriched moral perceptions. What’s more, unlike
rival versions of moral perception, emotion-enriched moral perception pro-
vides a descriptively adequate account of the moral psychology of conversion
cases. Philosophers interested in the foundations of morality should take heed:
emotion-enriched moral perceptions provide a powerful and empirically plau-
sible account of the epistemic foundations of moral inquiry. 31 
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