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Fear as Preventer[endnoteRef:2] [2:  Our thanks to Ami Harbin, Guy M. Crain, and Gwen Cuccia for helpful feedback on this chapter.] 

Timothy R. Kearl and Robert H. Wallace
Abstract: Fear is a preventer, sometimes robustly so. When fear robustly prevents, it changes or diminishes what an agent is able to do. Various popular conceptions of fear focus on its negative role: fear sometimes prevents us from acting as we should, as in certain cases of akrasia. But by the same token, fear sometimes prevents us from acting as we shouldn’t, as in certain other cases of inverse akrasia. We end with a plea on behalf of fear, both in light of its preventing role, and its broader connection to other ways we express concern, in particular, to hope.

[bookmark: _f0xcpm48qdpx]Within human ethical life broadly construed, fear often prevents us from acting as we want to or should. Our goal in this paper is to explore, clarify, and defend fear’s role as a preventer. We will offer answers to the following two questions: (1) how exactly does fear prevent us from doing as we want or should? And (2) what (dis)value, if any, is there to fear playing this preventative role? Our answers turn on taking fear's role in shaping our agency seriously. 
Our answer to the first question draws on recent ideas in action theory and the metaphysics of abilities. We suggest that fear often functions as a robust preventer or obstacle, which renders agents unable to act in certain ways (compare Lewis 2020). We work through one way that fear might be such that the function of fear might be realized; the way that fear construes or represents a situation as dangerous or threatening can robustly prevent the agent from availing herself of certain contextually salient options, not only causing her not to act on those options (preventing), but being such that it would cause her not to act on them even if things were just a bit different than they actually are (robustly preventing). 
This conception of fear-as-preventer explains why certain instances of inner conflict, ones in which an agent acts out of fear and against her better judgement (what we might call cases of “fear-driven akrasia”), are used to exemplify a kind of irrationality via compulsion. The view also explains how fear can be a source of self-alienation, and of wider disvalue. Viewing fear as a preventer (often an obstacle) vindicates not only an intimate connection between an agent’s emotional profile and her abilities, but also her self-conception, and even the moral worth of her actions.
Nevertheless, one important consequence of our conception of fear is that it works against the somewhat pessimistic view that fear is somehow inherently vicious or otherwise disvaluable, something we should strive to minimize, perhaps even something that ideal or ideally virtuous agents would lack altogether.[endnoteRef:3] We offer, against these pessimists, a principled reason to think that overtly negative conceptions of fear are wrongheaded; while fear is often stylized as an emotion that, in its function as a preventer, directs agents away from what is choiceworthy or ultimately good, it also, by those very same mechanisms, sometimes compels agents to act well, or to avoid acting poorly, directly out of a concern for what ultimately matters. And this allows us to appreciate why, for instance, fearlessness is a specious virtue. [3:  As two recent articles note, the Stoic tradition (Paytas 2021) and the Buddhist tradition (Finnigan 2021) each counsel the elimination of fear on these grounds. ] 

We conclude with a plea on behalf of fear’s rightful place in our ethical lives. Indeed, by considering fear from this perspective, broadly in terms of its function with respect to agents’ abilities, we can better appreciate the ways it relates to our other mental states, like hope, and also how it relates to our evaluative perspective in general, in particular to the ways in which we show due regard (Strawson 1962; Frankfurt 1971; Arpaly 2002). If different—perhaps in certain ways better—beings than us could cope without fear, we should not strive to be them. 
[bookmark: _7sfshf44v19l]
Fear and Inhibition
Both in the science of emotion and in ordinary thinking, we tend to conceive of emotions, at least in part, as motivators. Anger drives us to strike out; disgust to push something away. Indeed, there is some consensus in the psychological literature that emotions involve three components, which any theory of emotions must account for: “appraising a stimulus a particular way, feeling a particular way, and being motivated to act a particular way (Scarantino 2014, 156; cf. Deonna and Troni 2015). This consensus has seen some uptake in conceptual moral psychology. In his work on anger, for instance, David Shoemaker (2021) calls these three components an emotion’s characteristic “syndrome.” 
Moral anger, for instance, appraises a situation as one in which an injustice has occurred. It feels bad, perhaps even overwhelming, but also energizing. Your focus narrows. Your body engages in a “fight-or-flight” response. A motivation to correct some perceived wrong is within or manifests moral anger’s characteristic syndrome. You then act on the basis of your anger. You might, for instance, express blame, or righteous indignation.
It is natural to think that many cases of fear fit this paradigm (e.g., Tappolet 2009, 326). Fear involves an appraisal of a situation as involving a threat, real or perceived. It also involves a “fight-or-flight” response. Nevertheless, we confess to finding something odd about how fear fits into this template as stated when it comes to being motivated to act in a particular way; at least, the fit is odd if we are anchored around thinking about the ways in which anger or disgust motivate. Consider the following paradigmatic case of fear:
Snake: Diane is hiking along a desert trail in Tucson, Arizona. While placidly admiring the Saguaro cacti, she spots something out of the corner of her eye by her feet. It seems to be a rattlesnake! Diane becomes so frightened that she cannot move.
Diane’s emotional response and attendant phenomenology are not accompanied by some obvious characteristic motivation (her fear does not, for instance, prompt her to flee). Rather, in some natural and intuitive sense, Diane is paralyzed by fear; she’s scared stiff. Moreover, we can stipulate that Diane would be condemned to similar inaction even if, say, she were in a bit of a hurry to make it back to the trailhead to pick her daughter up from piano practice, or if she were especially thirsty, or if the (apparent) snake were just a bit to the right of where it appears to be, and so on. Thus, there is something strikingly different about at least some instances of fear in comparison with, say, anger. While both emotions have various normal or paradigmatic expressions in an agent’s behavior, fear does not (or, more cautiously: need not) motivate in the way anger does. Granted, there is a way of talking about Diane’s inaction---her being scared stiff---in terms of being motivated to act in a particular, omissive or non-doing way. But this feels unnatural, or at least unwieldy. Rather than think that Diane is motivated to act, perhaps by omission, we think that she has been rendered, in her fear, unable to act; Diane cannot but remain frozen.[endnoteRef:4]  [4:  We offer Snake as a central case of fear inhibiting action, preventing one from acting in any way but freezing up. “Freezing” is, of course, only sometimes an omission; other times, it is a deliberate and self-conscious positive action (think about playing a game of freeze tag). This case is not meant to be about freezing per se, nor about the distinction between actions and omissions. Instead, it is just to make salient how fear characteristically diminishes or changes one’s abilities, sometimes rendering one unable to do otherwise than one does. Thanks to Guy Crain for prompting this clarification.] 

To be clear, our aim is not to say that the syndrome view is false, let alone that its falsity is demonstrated by quick reflection on cases like Snake. If anything, we are inclined to think that it is part of fear’s syndrome that fear prevents action, sometimes robustly so. It can, but not always, does this in a kind of inhibitive way, as in Snake, where the protagonist is prevented from doing anything, or perhaps anything but omitting to act. Indeed, fear has a wide variety of actional and non-actional manifestations, attending to which should prompt more careful consideration of fear’s syndrome.
By way of comparison, consider that Christine Tappolet (2009) has commented on the fact that fear often results in freezing or tonic immobility responses, although it can also lead to fleeing and even sometimes fighting. In particular, she has argued that some fears lack any motivational import at all (2009, 338-339). She cites a famous passage from Kendal Walton (1978, 5): 
Charles is watching a horror movie about a terrible green slime. He cringes in his seat as the slime oozes slowly but relentlessly over the earth, destroying everything in its path. [... ] The slime, picking up speed, oozes on a new course straight towards the viewers. Charles emits a shriek and clutches desperately at this chair. 
Tappolet (2009, 338) thinks, as does Walton, that “Charles…appears to have no motivation resulting from this intense fear.” But whereas Walton implausibly concludes that Charles is not really afraid of the slime since he does not, for instance, run out of the theater, Tappolet suggests that Charles’s fear is purely contemplative. Like Tappolet, we want to push back against a rather narrow conception of fear’s syndrome.
This much exposition is meant only to get the reader thinking about fear’s preventative function. Inhibition of the sort Diane feels is one natural way to see this function realized. In the next section, we will articulate our position in greater detail, and we will address a wider range of cases, ones in which notions like “inhibition” or “freezing” play no special role. Our aim will be to explain even this wider range of expressions of fear in terms of prevention, notably in cases of “recalcitrance”, but also even in cases of putative “direct motivation,” ones which better fit the letter of the orthodox view about syndromes. To do this, we will first need to think more carefully about how fear prevents us from taking certain courses of action, whether through inhibition (Snake) or something resembling direct motivation.

[bookmark: _ftvooxxx4vg5]Fear as Preventer
In this section, we explain and apply the preventer model of fear. In particular, we argue that cases like Snake, which are ostensibly ones of inhibition or “freezing”, and even some cases where fear ostensibly motivates action, can be seen as expressions of a unified underlying phenomenon, that of modifying and diminishing an agent’s abilities. We then explain how various conceptions of fear might interface with our thesis about fear’s preventative function. 
We will defend the rather strong thesis that part of what makes fear what it is is that it has this preventative function. But it is worth noting that, in motivating the strong thesis, we thereby motivative a weaker one, namely that many paradigmatic instances of fear can be illuminated by thinking in terms of prevention. This weaker thesis will not be our emphasis, although we will note a few points at which a reader might wish to keep it in mind.Let us put forward, in a bit more detail, the fear-as-preventer view. Recall that, in Snake, Diane’s situation seems more naturally explained in terms of inhibition than motivation; she is frozen in fear. And to be inhibited is to be prevented in some way. This connection reveals a path forward. David Lewis’s notes for an unpublished manuscript titled “Nihil Obstat: A Compatibilist Analysis of Abilities” (2020) develops what we can call the “Obstacle Free Analysis” of abilities, or OFA:
You’re able to X iff, for some basic action A:  
(1) Doing it would be Xing, and 
(2) There is no obstacle to doing A,
where something is an obstacle to Xing iff it would prevent you from Xing even if things were just a little different. (That is, you would be caused not to X in relatively similar counterfactual scenarios).
Lewis relies on the technical notion of a preventer, which he suggests is something that “would cause you not to do something” (2020, 243). In a word: preventers prevent. Our use of “preventer” follows Lewis’s. He also relies on the notion of a basic action, those things we do without doing anything else—perhaps wiggling one’s ears, clenching one’s fist, deciding on a course of action, or, in general trying to do something (where this is different from doing it, or even beginning to do it) are basic, but the content of the list of basic actions is not particularly important for our discussion. We note this technical point to set it aside, noting only that, as a matter of bookkeeping, whenever fear (or anything else, for that matter) prevents, it does so, in the first place, by preventing the performance of some basic action.
With that said, let us expand on a crucial part of the OFA, namely that not all preventers prevent equally. Some may stop you from acting but not render you unable; sometimes we just get unlucky, or we can’t be bothered. Other times, we are prevented in a more thoroughgoing way: we lack the strength, or the money, or the tools, and still other times we are depressed, deranged, or detained (Lewis 2020, 23). In the face of these more robust preventers or obstacles, it would take more than a slight change to how things actually are for you to succeed in acting. The basic idea enshrined in the OFA is that, while preventers cause you not to do something, only suitably modally robust preventers render you unable to do it.
Rather than take the OFA as an analysis in the strict sense of offering a reductive set of necessary and sufficient conditions for ability-attributions, or even taking the OFA on as a comprehensive conception of the nature of agential abilities, let’s just say that it articulates something important about an agent’s abilities.[endnoteRef:5] What an agent is able to do is, in an important sense, constrained by her obstacles, those things that robustly prevent her from acting. [5:  See Kearl and Wallace (2024) for an argument that it cannot succeed as a strict analysis.] 

Our suggestion can now be stated flat-footedly. Fear is such that it can and often does cause us not to do something. That is, fear is a preventer. But more than that, fear is such that, in cases where it causes us not to do something, it is often true that it would cause us not to do that thing even if circumstances were different. Fear is often a robust preventer, an obstacle.[endnoteRef:6] [6:  All kinds of emotions can be preventers, sometimes robust ones; fear need not be special in this way, even if it is specially suited to reveal something more general about the connection between emotions and abilities to act. We will comment on this idea towards the end of this chapter.] 

	We think that part of what makes something fear (as opposed to some other emotion, or some other type of attitude entirely) is that, at a very high level of generality, fear has a certain preventative function in response to threat or danger, real or perceived. Thus, the relationship between fear and our agentive abilities is roughly functionalist in shape. Fear is a preventer, often a robust one, to the performance of some (basic) actions, and thus literally changes what an agent is able to do in a particular situation.[endnoteRef:7] In Snake, fear robustly prevents Diane from doing anything (or, if you like: anything but freeze). She is, intuitively, rendered unable to act. That prevention—in response to a real or perceived threat—is part of what makes her attitude fear rather than something else, like curiosity, doubt, surprise, anger, belief. The fear-as-preventer view captures this central feature of the case, which concerns a familiar but inchoate connection between an agent’s fears and abilities.  [7:  See Laoiza (2024) for the case that a functionalist account of emotions can integrate into scientific practice pace criticisms (e.g., Scarantino 2018 and Barrett 2016). As Laozia suggests, we understand functions in a causal-dispositional sense (c.f. Lewis 1980).] 

Recall now our first question: how exactly does fear prevent us from doing as we want or should? We answer: fear often literally renders us unable to act as we want or should; it causes us not to perform certain (basic) actions, and would likewise cause us not to so act if things were just a bit different. (We comment more on preventing valuable actions in the next section). Before exploring how the fear-as-preventer view could be realized in different ways, we want to work through two things that the view gets right: wider expressions of fear that do not seem to be matters of freezing or inhibition, as Snake is, and cases of “recalcitrant” fear.
Let us present the former idea in the form of an objection. An imagined objector might offer the following remarks: if fear functions so as to prevents action (in the face of real or perceived danger), then it seems that fear never motivates “directly” in the way that other emotions characteristically do. They might offer a case like the following to illustrate such “direct motivation”:
Avalanche: Huey is hiking along a snowy trail around Mt. Baker. While huffing and puffing along, a strong wind picks up and he hears an ominous cracking sound under his feet. It seems to be an avalanche! Huey, fearing for his life and without a second thought, makes a sideways break for safety.
Let us grant to the imagined objector that it seems strange to think about Huey’s making a break for it in terms of action inhibition. His response to (real!) danger more closely resembles answering a call to action. He runs, and rightly so; anything else seems to lead to disaster. 
But recall that the fear-as-preventer view suggests that fear prevents the performance of certain actions. It doesn’t say that fear necessarily prevents by inhibition. The point about inhibition was simply to make salient an underappreciated connection between fear and prevention, inhibition being a fairly straightforward and intuitive way to bring that connection into view. We think that Huey’s fear (of the avalanche) actually constrains what he can do in this case; in particular, he is such that he cannot but make a break sideways.[endnoteRef:8] And that is because, we might imagine, his fear renders him such that no matter what he tries to do, he makes a break sideways. [8:  Compulsion modals are duals of ability modals. An ability modal is a claim in natural language that expresses that an agent is able to x. Compulsion modals are the duals of ability modals  in the logical sense (for any operator O, a dual of O is ~ O ~): an agent is not able to not x. As Mandelkern, Schutlies, and Boylan (2017: 302) put it in their explication of compulsion modals: “When someone says, ‘I cannot but eat another cookie’, she is saying that refraining from eating another cookie is not an option for her.”] 

We think it is fair to imagine Avalanche as a case in which Huey’s fear is prevents him from trying, considering whether to, or decide to do anything other than break sideways. More than that, his fear would prevent him from doing those things even if, say, he’d yet to keep his promise to his mother to take photos from the hike, or if he hadn’t yet finished packing up his campsite (he lives by the motto: leave no trace), or even if the weather were just so lovely that day that, moments earlier, he couldn’t imagine being anywhere else. In actual, flesh-and-blood situations, it would be difficult, or perhaps impossible, to get information about how his fear interacts with his ability to perform such mental actions. Nevertheless, that it is even possible to understand Avalanche in this way highlights our point. Even in cases that ostensibly reveal fear’s capacity for “direct motivation,” this is explicable in terms of prevention. In particular, when fear directly motivates, we think that it does so by rendering all other options unactionable because unthinkable, so to speak. For fear to perform its preventative function, it need not be the case that it must always resemble a paradigmatic case of “freezing” or inhibition, only that it interfaces with an agent’s abilities in accordance with the OFA.
Let’s now turn to another issue where we think the fear-as-preventer model gets things right. You might think that when fear brings about the kind of inaction that it does in Snake, this is because the agent fully believes that the fear is accurately appraising the situation or that, more generally, something about the fear is right (is apt or fitting). Indeed, Walton (1978, 6-7) asserts that “it seems a principle of common sense, one which ought not to be abandoned if there is any reasonable alternative, that fear must be accompanied by, or must involve, a belief that one is in danger.” He suggests that, at least with respect to being afraid of a horror movie, we experience at best a kind of make-believe “quasi-fear,” an attitude like fear in many respects except it is not accompanied by a belief that one is (really) in danger. But hard cases make bad law. Consider one way that Snake could continue:
Upon a closer look, the rattlesnake is just a funny-shaped root sticking out of the ground. But Diane can’t shake her fright. 

That Diane can’t shake her fright is compatible with Diane disbelieving that there is a snake, and with Diane disbelieving that she is in danger. She might even avow that she is embarrassed for being saddled with such an overwhelming feeling. Diane’s fear is recalcitrant in this case (D’arms and Jacobsen 2003, 129); it persists despite her better judgment that she is not in danger (cf. Paytas 2021, 3-5). Perhaps this is a case where the cause of Diane’s fear (the root) is different from the object of her fear (snakes) (Harbin 2023). But it is clearly a case in which fear comes apart from beliefs about danger. Whether Diane’s attitude is somehow deviant, nonstandard, misplaced, or otherwise defective in virtue of this fact, it is fear. The fear-as-preventer view both vindicates this idea and can explain it in a principled way that does not route through Diane’s “better judgment.”
There is a great deal of attention paid to Diane’s practical (ir)rationality in these sorts of situations. For instance, Bennett Helm (2001) diagnoses these as cases of irrationally conflicting practical import–Diane judges that the root is not worthy of attention and action and yet feels that it is so worthy (2015, 430–431). Sabinne Döring (2014) argues that in cases like this, the agent is not irrational; she really is in a situation that is parallel to a visual illusion (cf. D’arms and Jacobsen 2003, 141). In the same way that an agent need not assent to the visual illusion–the stick is not really bent even though it seems to be–an agent need not assent to the construal of a recalcitrant emotion (2014, 134-135). She suggests that Helm wrongly assumes that agents must always passively assent to their emotions, and such assent then conflicts with their judgments. What would be irrational, Döring suggests, is acting on that perception-like illusion; recalcitrant emotions “interfere with the reasoned pursuit of [an agent’s] goals by moving them so as to act against those goals” (2014, 135). 
We think the conflict between Diane’s judgment and her fear need not be understood in terms of a putatively distinct kind of irrationality. She may indeed be irrational. It’s just that, if we only focus on this particular normative quality of her predicament, we risk overlooking a deeper explanation of what is troubling about recalcitrance is that it can engender a distinctive sort of persistent inability, one which can interfere with an agent’s pursuits.
The view that fear is a preventer is thus in good standing with respect to the recalcitrance to fear. Fear is often recalcitrant, and that is central to the kind of case where we find that fear conflicts with what we judge to be choiceworthy. So much so, in fact, that Taylor Paytas (2021, 5) defines fear in terms of recalcitrant desires to avoid perceived danger. As Paytas notes, a recalcitrant fear need not conflict with an agent’s evaluative judgments; it’s just that the fear wouldn’t go away in light of conflicting judgements. So, our view agrees with Paytas’s “recalcitrant desire avoidance model” of fear, at least to the extent that both think of fear in modal terms. But rather than explicitly define fear in terms of its connection to recalcitrance, or to certain sorts of desires, or even of judgments about fearworthiness, the fear-as-preventer view sees the recalcitrance of fear as part of the same unified and general phenomena as exhibited in Snake and Avalanche, namely, (sometimes robust) prevention. When the fear is strong enough, it would cause you not to act even if things were different. Indeed, in both cases, fear becomes an obstacle, rendering agents unable to act in certain ways. 
Notably, the fear-as-preventer view is neutral with respect to substantive theories of emotion, that is, theories that could offer explanations of what the state that realizes the function of fear is like. We think this even with respect to theories that put a high premium on motivational states like desires (Tappolett 2016, Paytas 2021), which can obviously and robustly prevent.[endnoteRef:9] To advertise this neutrality, we’ll discuss an alternative to the action-motivation paradigm in order to explore how fear prevents in more detail. [9:  Consider my overwhelming desire to keep my life when presented with the choice: your money or your life.] 

Consider the idea that emotions are like sensory perceptions. One common form of this view suggests that they are a kind of evaluative perception, a way of “seeing” an emotion's formal object (e.g., Tappolet 2016, Roberts 2013, 2003). This is only sometimes metaphorical; Peter Goldie (2007) suggests that we can sometimes know what the thing to do is because we can literally see the relevant normative properties. We take no stand on the plausibility of this idea, but we want to explain how our fear-as-preventer model could likewise be slotted into it. Robert C. Roberts’ (2013, 2003) suggests that emotions are quasi-perceptual “concerned construals,” ways that things appear to the subject of the emotion that are derived from their desires (2003, 23).  Fear, he says, construes the world as containing a threat (Roberts 2013, 47; 117-118). In a similar vein, Bronwyn Finnigan’s (2023) Buddhist analysis of fear suggests that “to fear some object is to construe it as dangerous, and to construe something as dangerous is to anticipate it will cause suffering or other unwanted effects such as the loss or harm to an object of value or concern.” (2023, 137). Drawing on an analogy to predictive processing accounts of perception, she suggests that this anticipation has a counterfactual element. We fear that the object would cause unwanted effects if we were to act in certain ways (2023, sec. 4.1). 
The idea that fear is a concerned---perhaps also anticipatory---construal fits nicely with our suggestion that fear is importantly connected to an agent’s abilities. Supposing, for the sake of argument, that fear’s construal gives us the impression that if we were to move in certain ways, for instance, then we would have to face the threat or the danger, then it’s plausible to think that such construals could cause one not to move in certain ways, perhaps in light the anticipation of unwanted negative effects to the objects of one’s concern. Indeed, we think that if an agent has a quasi-perceptual impression that if she were to act in certain ways, bad things would occur, it would be unsurprising for this impression to be an obstacle to her acting in those ways. In Snake, the fearful construal of the snake as an anticipated danger causes Diane to freeze up. She’s unable to do anything but stand still. In Avalanche, the fearful construal of the ominous cracking sounds as anticipating a dangerous avalanche renders Huey unable to do anything but make a break for it. In this case, Huey is prevented, perhaps, by the overwhelming choiceworthiness of getting out of there (given how he construes of his situation), from doing anything else. 
	Let us end this section by giving due to one final skeptical concern regarding fear’s putative distinctive phenomenological feel. So far, we have been silent on the details of fear’s phenomenology. Doesn’t it make sense to think that fear's felt scariness, or some other putative property of the feeling of fear, maybe that it involves felt desires to avoid danger and threat, constitutes the core or nature of fear itself? What of fear’s feeling, of fright?[endnoteRef:10] [10:  See Deonna & Teroni (2015) for a discussion of qualia and the phenomenology of emotions.] 

	We have, to be sure, omitted extended discussion of what it is like to feel fear, and a certain sort of philosopher thinks that fear’s qualitative feeling is what is most interesting about it. But we think that the apparent force of this objection stems from a mistake. We have tried to explain fear in terms of its characteristic preventative function: that of diminishing or otherwise rearranging an agent’s abilities. To pay no heed to what fear feels like would render our discussion incomplete, but we insist that, contrary to appearances, we have paid heed to it, albeit indirectly. A theory of what fear is, in particular a theory of what fear is that is concerned with fear’s distinctive functions, is eo ipso a theory of what it is like to be in that state.[endnoteRef:11] [11:  Compare Lewis (1980) on pain.] 


[bookmark: _7zxaerhz9afp]The Good of Prevention by Fear
To sum up the preventer view of fear: fear prevents, sometimes robustly enough to change what the fearing agent is able to do. One of the chief virtues of the preventer view of fear is that it enables us to see a level of complexity in how fear prevents that is absent or underexplored in other ways of thinking about fear. The complexity consists in, for instance, sometimes preventing by construing some options as more choiceworthy and, alternatively, other times preventing by inhibiting agents from acting so as to bring about the options they recognize to be choiceworthy. This section moves from a theory of fear and fear’s function to a discussion of the purported disvalue of fear, the purported virtue of fearlessness, and a more general point about stereotypically negatively valenced emotions. 
Fear is often an antagonist in discussions of ideal practical agency; weak-willed or akratic agents fail to do (or to be motivated to do) that which they deem choiceworthy, or that which comports with their “better judgment,” sometimes because they are too afraid to take up the relevant means to some righteous end.  As Paytas (2021) argues, building on the Stoic tradition, fear can hinder acting well. That’s both because it can be psychologically disunifying and express biased or otherwise corrupt values. For instance, insofar as fear is often recalcitrant, it pushes against our one’s own evaluative perspective. And fear often involves a vicious concern for one’s own safety and well-being (Paytas 2021, 8)[endnoteRef:12] [12:  Paytas uses the term “fear” to refer to a construct that is helpful for thinking about virtue theory rather than trying to capture the full breadth of the folk psychological notion. Hence, he wants to set aside many of the cases, which, in our view, fall directly under the folk-psychological concept. ] 

We will argue against the position that an ideally practical or fully virtuous agent would feel no fear, or at least have no use for it. In fact, our argument for the good of fear suggests that, in fact, the virtuous agent might feel afraid (whether or not they, for instance, feel fear in quite the same way we do). In particular, what seems to drive these arguments against fear as a part of ideal agency is a dogma that what fear prevents is valuable action. Let us return to (practical[endnoteRef:13]) akrasia, which again, is the phenomenon whereby an agent acts in a way that is discordant with her better judgment. Alan Gibbard’s psychological-normative explanation of akrasia sees it as a picture of “motivational systems in conflict,” according to which our acceptance of certain norms applies one sort of relatively compartmentalized motivational pressure, one which sometimes competes with, and then sometimes fails to override, an “animal” system, one we share with creatures not sophisticated enough for normative acceptance.[endnoteRef:14] [13:  We set aside cases of epistemic akrasia. Cf. Horowitz (2013), Greco (2014), Kearl (2020).]  [14:  Gibbard (1990), see especially pp. 56-7.] 

In another vein, Alfred Mele (1995, 74) argues that akratic action can be understood as a conflict between one’s practical commitments and competing motivations.[endnoteRef:15] When an agent is weak-willed, the opposing motivation trumps their practical commitment. Mele consistently appeals to fears, for instance when it expresses a failure of nerve, to illustrate akratic action.[endnoteRef:16] Setting aside the differences between these various conceptions of akrasia, we can observe that akrasia is supposed to be bad, other things equal. And it is no wonder; akratic actions are ones borne of a kind of motivational incoherence, and the cases that capture our attention are, typically at least, ones in which that incoherence has certain deleterious effects. The akratic agent is stylized as one who succumbs to vice or baser sentiments and, appetite steering reason, places bad bets, all within a story the lesson of which is the value of a certain sort of coherence. One would be forgiven for wanting to cast to the flames the salient baser sentiments that enter into conflict with reason and render agents thus conflicted selfish, irrational, self-undermining, pitiable, reprehensible, or otherwise non-ideal, fear chief among them. [15:  Indeed, we might view this picture as one in which the agent is causally compelled to act against her best judgment. See Nie (Forthcoming) for related discussion. ]  [16:  Compare Davidson’s (1973) use of fear to illustrate how actions might be unintentional because deviantly caused.] 

And yet, we think that the received wisdom about the badness of fear has much to do with what makes for a compelling example, and very little to do with fear per se, or even fear that moves the agent against her better judgment. The vilification of fear is nothing but good marketing. We note that, for instance, Mele’s own vignettes sometimes concern agents whose fear prevents them from doing a bad thing. He offers an example concerning Bruce the Cub Scout, who agrees to break into a neighbor's house along with some wayward scouts; at the last minute he “chickens out”, as the other scouts would derisively put it (2010, 393-394, see also 1995, 60).[endnoteRef:17] Overcoming fear per se does not render any agent rational, laudatory, or otherwise ideal; the crook overcoming his fear of being caught red-handed has nothing going for it. This, we hope, will not strike anyone as particularly controversial. Even so, it is worth pausing to consider other cases of action borne of fear and incoherence, ones that cast fear in a different light within our ethical lives. [17:  In a variant of Mele’s case where the agent succeeds in overcoming his fear through strength of will, this overcoming might still be inconsistent with his better judgment (Mele 2010, 393-394). The idea that fear is always or even typically an antagonist to reflectively endorsed courses of action is a non-starter.] 

For the sake of exposition, this is as simple as imagining cases of inverse akrasia (cf. Arpaly and Schroeder 2013, 1999) in which the protagonist, exhibiting the same structural inner conflict as more familiar cases of akrasia, acts well, going against her “better” judgment, where the quotations indicate that the judgment in some respects grossly mistaken.[endnoteRef:18] Here, we imagine one such case in which the agent acts well in virtue of being afraid: [18:  Compare Arpaly’s (2003) discussion of Huck Finn.] 

Secret Police: Alice is on the precipice of a morally compromising choice: turn her friend Bob over to the Secret Police or lie about his whereabouts. And Alice has been raised to feel, by and large, that the Secret Police were keeping the peace, their sometimes grisly means a tithe to the greater good. And part of Alice–the purely self-interested part–does dwell on her own safety, as anyone would; she thinks to herself that she ought to turn Bob (or anyone else!) in, for her sake and for the sake of that abovementioned greater good. But what Alice, friend that she is, fears most is that Bob might be captured by nefarious forces, subject to unthinkable tortures, and shipped off to rot in some distant gulag. And she is ultimately compelled to lie to the Secret Police at the door.
Alice’s fear expresses a concern for her friend Bob’s well-being. And this fear grips her so vividly as to compel her to lie–at risk to herself–to the Secret Police at the door. We think Alice’s behavior is, perhaps with certain details filled in, supererogatory, a real act of courage driven, perhaps ironically, by fear. That is, if Alice’s fear is strong enough, she cannot but lie to the Secret Police, and it is precisely because her fear, attuned as it is to the very real threat to the wellbeing of someone she cares about, is an obstacle to her doing anything but lying (that is, her fear does and would prevent her from turning over Bob, even if things were just a bit different) that her care is deep and courageous.[endnoteRef:19]  [19:  To the objector who complains that Alice is not moved by fear but despite fear, we register the following. Perhaps Alice’s fear for her own well-being is “warm,” in that it is accompanied by feelings of panic, avoidance urges, trembling; her heart races, her breathing is elevated. Others, the “cold” ones, don’t. But it is no part of our view that only warm fears prevent, or even that the warmer ones tend to triumph over colder. Although it’s natural to think that fear always involves the “warm” feelings of an intense “fight or flight” activation, we think a broader construction of the term “fear” is better. It captures, for instance, certain cases of dread experienced in a calm hour. Compare Lewis (1988: 323).] 

In sum, what seems to drive these arguments against fear as a part of ideal agency, or as having any central role in a theory thereof, is a dogma that what fear prevents is acting well. But this conclusion loses its appeal when we consider cases in which an agent does the right thing for the right reasons because they are afraid, perhaps even while thinking the reasons for which they act are bad reasons. If fear plays an important role–when it does–in explaining why akratic agents fail to act well, fear likewise plays an important role–when it does–in explaining why inverse akratic agents act well. 
Moreover, let us confess that, when we look out into the world, what we see is that the ways in which fear is positively valenced are legion. Imagine the fear of losing a loved one during a pandemic, or the fear one feels for the safety of a parent, or a spouse, or a child. Imagine the fear of being caught lying to protect a friend in need or helping members of the resistance in times of oppression. Think of the fear of disappointment, perhaps of disappointing those whose opinions matter most to you. These are instances in which fear expresses concern, care, or other forms of regard, much as anger and grief can express love.[endnoteRef:20] It is not always vicious to be afraid, even if we have a tendency to think and talk about cases in which it is.[endnoteRef:21] [20:  See Kaupinnen (2018) for a defense of the value of anger in expressing concern, and Goldie (2016) for an extended discussion of the value of grief.]  [21:  Some, like Martha Nussbaum (2018) have suggested that fear is a source of political value-corruption (compare Stockdale 2021).] 

Thus, we hope to have motivated not only that fear’s connection to the purportedly disvaluable incoherence of akrasia is contingent, but also that fears can—sometimes through mechanisms generating a similar sort of incoherence—express concern for what matters, an attunement to the right and the good. This sort of incoherence obviously has something going for it, even if it nevertheless falls short of some rational ideal. It is hard to imagine how our way of living together, variously participating in or escaping the strains of involvement, would be changed were we to lose the capacities for care paradigmatically expressed through fear, just as it would be hard to imagine life without hope, love, grief, or anger.[endnoteRef:22] Each of these can be misplaced or misproportioned, but serve, collectively, as interfaces for navigating and coping with life together, and often the means by which we express what we ultimately care about.[endnoteRef:23] And in this respect, fear is not special; it is just one among many obstacles from within the agent herself, sometimes but not always resembling chains, sometimes but not always expressing due regard.  [22:  Cf. Strawson (1962).]  [23:  This fits nicely with so-called “real self views” of morally worthy action, but we do not commit to such views here. Compare Arpaly (2002), Frankfurt (1971), or Sripada (2015).] 

Nevertheless, the fear-as-preventer view can explain why the would-be fearless are getting something right. Fear plays a certain functional role in our moral psychology, say by construing certain options as less choiceworthy so as to prevent–sometimes robustly–the agent from acting on them, thereby rendering her unable to act. The would-be fearless correctly see that this is sometimes a bad thing. But it is not always a bad thing, perhaps not even often, and that is their mistake.

[bookmark: _q3ca662n3ymf]Fear and Hope
In the previous section, we offered some reasons in favor of the idea that ideally practical or fully virtuous agents might still feel fear. Fear prevents us from acting, but sometimes this has positive value. In this section, we consider a connection between fear and hope, the latter of which has sometimes been understood as “positive mirror image of fear”, for fear concerns what is possible and threatening, whereas hope concerns what is possible and attractive (Roberts 2003, 281). Seneca even suggests that in order to cease being afraid, one should cease to hope (Letters 5). 
By centering on how fear’s preventative function relates to hope, we consider a novel way to explain the close relationship between fear and hope. While fear plays a preventative role in our psychology, hope may play an enabling one. Some of us fear badly (Harbin 2023), by taking harmful action against perceived but non-actual threats. Hope might provide a counterbalance to fear by enabling alternative modes of engagement with objects of perceived danger. And conversely, fearing well might place a constraint on our poorly conceived hopes. 
We cannot offer an account of hope in this space, but we can end by sketching out it’s enabling role. As Adrienne Martin (2014, 34-35) suggests, hope involves a “licensing stance” towards the objects of one’s hopes; the probability and felt attraction of the desired outcome justify certain modes of action and planning. And finally, as Cheshire Calhoun suggests, hope involves acting under a “phenomenological idea of the determinate future whose content includes success” (Calhoun 2018, 86), which is to say, hoping involves a kind of judgment insensitive positive anticipation. Put in our preferred terminology: hope enables a person to act, that is, it puts them in a position to do things, perhaps because it provides a causally efficacious positive construal of the situation under which those actions make sense to the agent, given their goals and aims. This positive construal sometimes has modally robust causal force; it “opens up” courses of action that the agent might otherwise be (robustly) prevented from taking up.[endnoteRef:24] When an agent is hopeful, other things being equal, they would not be prevented from acting thus-and-so, at least not to same degree, even when things were different. [24:  Michele Moody-Adams (2022) suggests that hope plays a central role in our political lives and the success of social movements.] 

Hope is often understood to be uniformly positive. We think this largely follows from the fact that hope often expresses positive moral concern, care, or otherwise reflects what is good in our evaluative perspective concerning the future. But just as we see fear as bad because of a particularly narrow diet of examples, our view of hope is inversely skewed. Imagine:
Seaworthy: Clifford has an extremely hopeful disposition. Instead of focusing on the very real possibility that his ship is not seaworthy, Clifford hopes that it will safely make the voyage. Indeed, his hope is recalcitrant with respect to his better judgment about the state of the ship; he just can’t shake the feeling that things are going to turn out fine. And so, Clifford sets his plans into motion, and the ship sinks. 
In this case, hope was not a good thing. It was recalcitrant, psychologically disunifying, and a corruptive influence on Clifford’s practical agency.
What would have helped Clifford avoid his mistake? Perhaps among other things, Clifford could use a good dose of fear (the fear of litigation, at least). As McGeer (2004, 123) has pointed out, hoping well involves more than just aiming at good things; it involves not relying too much on other people but also recognizing that what you hope for is not entirely in your control. We might add this idea that one’s hopes need to be tempered; there are some things one ought not to hope for. Fear is one avenue by which hope might be tempered, by rendering us less able to take certain courses of action pursuant to our hopes. 
Given the broadly functionalist suggestion of our thesis about fear and ability, it isn’t surprising that fear and hope are related in this way. Functionalism about mental states does, to the chagrin of some, imply holism about mental states. (Lewis 1972). We would be inclined to say that emotions are, among other things, ways in which our abilities to act are constrained or set free by our own psychological makeup. Given this, it not surprising that fear and hope interact by preventing and enabling, seeing as both are responses to perceptions about the future. Indeed, one might think that holism itself undermines the motivation for trying to rid ourselves of particularly emotions, like fear, if our emotional capacities come as something of a package deal. If fear and hope can each in their own way express care or concern or manifest corruptive influence, and if the two can help keep one another in check, allowing one to hope and fear better, why not imagine an ideal agent whose fears and hopes are not ideally fitting and so ideally balanced? 
In sum, there can be corruptive hopes–for political domination, say–that might enable people to act poorly. And there can be fears that express deep moral concern–fear of catastrophic climate change–which might also render agents unable to act poorly. Nevertheless, it is clear that both fear, and relatedly, hope, have reputations at odds with their function in our agential psychology. This is, perhaps, the lesson to be learned by looking, clear-eyed, at fear. Ideals should not be overly fetishized. We are emotional beings, and as we aim for virtue, we have to work with and through the tools that we’ve got. 

[bookmark: _eoob8mdnno6x]Conclusion
Fear is a preventer, sometimes an obstacle diminishing an agent’s abilities. In the limiting case, the agent cannot help but orient herself along fear’s vector. This preventative function can as much reflect the agent’s deep-seated concerns as other, more stereotypically positively valenced attitudes do. Indeed, whatever was left of Jekyll’s humanity found expression in his fear of becoming Hyde.
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