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Neosentimentalism and the valence of attitudes
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Abstract   Neosentimentalist accounts of value need an explanation of which of the sentiments they discuss are pro-attitudes, which attitudes are con-attitudes, and why.  I argue that this project has long been neglected in the philosophical literature, even by those who make extensive use of the distinction between pro- and con-attitudes.   Using the attitudes of awe and respect as exemplars, I will argue that it is not at all clear what if anything makes these attitudes pro-attitudes.  I conclude that neither our intuitive sense of the distinction nor the vague accounts of it that exist in the philosophical literature are especially helpful in sorting out the hard cases.  What is needed is a more explicit and thorough account of what the valence of our attitudes might consist in.
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1.  Introduction


While many approaches in metaethics analyze the normativity of normative concepts as a matter of providing reasons for action, the neosentimentalist project aims at analyzing such concepts as a matter of providing reasons for feeling – that is to say, in terms of the sentimental response that is merited by objects falling under the concept.  A neosentimentalist analysis of value offers this sort of explanation for value concepts: to be valuable or good, on this view, is a matter of meriting positive sentiments (hereinafter 'valuing attitudes' or 'pro-attitudes'); to be disvaluable or bad is a matter of meriting negative sentiments (hereinafter 'disvaluing attitudes' or 'con-attitudes').  Thus in order to distinguish between the good and the bad, a neosentimentalist has to be able to distinguish between valuing and disvaluing attitudes (which I will refer to collectively as 'valuative attitudes').  That is to say, a neosentimentalist has to be able to say something about which attitudes are pro-attitudes, which attitudes are con-attitudes, and why.


In this paper, I will argue that this task is not as easy as it has often been assumed to be in the philosophical literature.  Using the attitudes of awe and respect as exemplars, I will argue that it is not at all clear what if anything makes these attitudes pro-attitudes.  A careful consideration of these two cases, I think, reveals how much we take for granted in our talk of pro- and con-attitudes, and how much philosophical unclarity lies behind this talk.  Given that the distinction between sentiments that are ways of valuing and sentiments that are ways of disvaluing is what undergirds the distinction between good and bad on a neosentimentalist analysis, I will argue that an explanation of the valence of our attitudes is a philosophical project that is long overdue.
  


In the first section of what follows, I will review the philosophical literature on the valence of attitudes.  Next, I will consider the case of awe, describing both the features of awe that make it a hard case and the problems that different analyses of its valence encounter.  Then I will consider the case of respect, arguing that it is a hard case in much the same way that awe is.  I will close with some thoughts about what these hard cases might tell us more generally about our understanding or lack of understanding when it comes to valence.      

2.  Valuative attitudes


What supposedly distinguishes valuative attitudes from other attitudes is that valuative attitudes have a 'valence,' positive or negative.  Not all attitudes are valuative attitudes; that is to say, not all attitudes have a valence.
  Surprise, for example, seems to have no valence of its own.  We can be surprised and delighted, or we can be surprised and disappointed, but it is the delight or the disappointment, not the surprise, that is responsible for the valence.
  Among attitudes with a valence, valuing attitudes are pro-attitudes, positive orientations toward their objects, and disvaluing attitudes are con-attitudes, negative orientations toward their objects.  To borrow a convention from emotivism, valuing attitudes say "Hooray!" for their objects in some way; disvaluing attitudes say "Boo!" for their objects in some way.


But what way is this?  Unfortunately, the philosophical literature has not had very much to say on this topic.  Among those philosophers who frequently make use of the concepts of pro- and con-attitudes, the approach has mostly been to assume that the distinction will be obvious and intuitive enough to most readers that the matter needn't be explained further.  A.C. Ewing, for example, offers the following description of a pro-attitude:  

'Pro attitude' is intended to cover any favourable attitude toward something.  It covers, for instance, choice, desire, liking, pursuit, approval, admiration....When we call something good, we may be thinking sometimes...of the fact that we ought to welcome it, sometimes of the fact that we ought to seek it, etc.  But we can see various attitudes I have mentioned to have something in common that is opposed to the common element in condemning, shunning, fearing, regretting, etc., which would supply the corresponding definition of 'bad'.... The former are positive and favorable to their objects, the latter negative and hostile.
   

What the "something" is that these pro-attitudes have in common, however, Ewing never tells us.  P.H. Nowell-Smith gives us a list of various pro- and con-attitudes and then concludes, "In spite of the heterogeneity of the lists, it can be shown that there is a genuine basis for the distinction [between pro- and con-attitudes] by remarking that the reader would have no difficulty in most cases in saying into which list, if either, some new concept ought to be put."
  Gerald Gaus concurs with Nowell-Smith, claiming that "this positive/negative dimension seems right; with the possible exception of startle/surprise, we do not have difficulty in deciding which of the fundamental emotions involve a positive attitude (joy, interest-excitement) and which seems to imply a negative one (fear, terror, sorrow, anger)."
 


While these authors might be right that the distinction between pro- and con- attitudes is a fairly intuitive one for most of their readers, we might still prefer to have a philosophical explanation of the basis on which readers make the distinctions that they do.
  This is a particularly important project for neosentimentalism, since it grounds the distinction between goodness and badness in the distinction between pro-attitudes and con-attitudes.  If the neosentimentalist account of pro-attitudes is just "I can't tell you what they are, but I know one when I see it," it's not clear how much better this is than the much-maligned Moorean intuitionism about goodness: that goodness itself is unanalyzable, though we know it when we see it.


A few philosophers have tried to give an account of what makes an attitude pro- or con-, but what they have had to say on this matter is not entirely satisfying.  Ewing, for example, describes pro-attitudes as ones that are favorable toward their objects.  But favorability is itself unexplained.  Gaus, on the other hand, describes the valence of attitudes as "a matter of liking or disliking something," which he describes as follows:

This sense of liking (or disliking) is related to, but distinguishable from, that which is simply a low-level enjoyment or distress.  The sense of "liking" I have in mind here is more akin to "having a favorable attitude toward" than to "enjoy or be pleased by"; it is not a type of particular emotional state but a generic notion that applies to positive emotional states.  I thus call it generic liking.

Depending on how one reads "is more akin to," his view is either just a vaguer version of Ewing's analysis in terms of favorability or it is one that explains favorability as a matter of liking (in some vague low-level way) the object.  Campbell Garnett gives a slightly richer account of the favorability involved; he defines a pro-attitude as one constituted or accompanied by an inclination "to keep, preserve, or promote the thing, or the kind of thing, in question."
  Neither Gaus nor Garnett explains why he takes liking or an inclination to keep/ preserve/ promote to be at the core of the pro-ness of pro-attitudes.  Presumably this is just what all of the attitudes we typically count as 'pro' seem to him to have in common with one another.  Nevertheless, we at least have a prelimary account to work with.  With these two explanations of the pro-ness of pro-attitudes in mind, let us turn to consider the cases of awe and respect.

3.  Awe

The first step in assessing the valence of awe is to understand what experiences of awe are like.  Awe is an intentional state – it takes an object.  That is to say, one feels awe toward something; one doesn't just feel awe in general.  And it is an intentional state that is typically taken toward things that one sees as great in some way.
  This greatness can be a matter of size, power, or even the degree to which the object instantiates some property such as beauty, complexity, or virtue.
  Awe often involves feeling overwhelmed by the object of the awe, of not being able to wrap one's mind around it completely.
  Awe is typically felt toward objects whose characteristics are out of the ordinary, or whose characteristics are experienced in a way that is out of the ordinary.
  For this reason, it tends to be accompanied by feelings of astonishment, surprise, or amazement; it can also be accompanied by feelings of elation (for example, when one feels awe toward the Grand Canyon), terror (for example, when one feels awe toward an oncoming hurricane), or both.
  The motivational force of awe is unclear.  Some say that awe makes one want to engage in expressions of reverence or submission before its object.  William McDougall, for example, describes the motivational force of awe this way:  

We do not simply proceed to examine the admired object as we should one that provokes merely our curiosity or wonder.  We approach it slowly, with a certain hesitation; we are humbled by its presence, and, in the case of a person whom we intensely admire, we become shy, like a child in the presence of an adult stranger; we have the impulse to shrink altogether, to be still, and to avoid attracting his attention; that is to say, the instinct of submission, of self-abasement, is excited, with its corresponding emotion of negative self-feeling, but the perception that we are in the presence of a superior power, something greater than ourselves.

Martha Nussbaum describes the difference between awe and wonder by saying, "In wonder I want to leap or run, in awe to kneel."
  Others claim that awe is a "passive emotion," that it doesn't make one want to do anything.
  Whether or not it makes one want to kneel, awe does typically produce a sense of humility or relative smallness, powerlessness, or insignificance in the person who experiences it.
  In experiences of awe, the awareness of the object and the perception of it as great also often feel imposed upon one involuntarily; awe seems to involve something grabbing your attention, whether you want it to or not.  In this sense, the experience of awe has a kind of force and immediacy; it is more akin to a perception than to a reflective judgment.
    Finally, the experience of awe tends to force one to confront and take seriously something outside of oneself.
  Some have described this as a kind of 'self-transcendence' or primal confrontation with the 'other.'  Related to this is the frequent claim that awe tends to pull one out of self-absorption and self-centeredness and leave one with a better sense of perspective on the world.
 

At first glance, we might think that this description of awe has to be a description of a valuing attitude.  Indeed, psychologists often describe awe as a species of appreciation; some refer to it a "positive moral emotion," even a "peak-experience."
  Awe appears to be a type of esteem, a kind of positive regard for its object.  To say that something is awesome or awe-inspiring is to say something good about it.  This is the sense of awe that is often invoked, for example, in discussions about the value of the natural environment.  Many environmentalists describe especially significant encounters with the natural world in terms of awe.  John Muir described seeing the Merced Valley for the first time by saying, "How wonderful the power of its beauty!  Gazing awe-stricken, I might have left everything for it."

 And yet things can't be quite so simple, for awe also seems to be an attitude that we can take toward things that we think are very bad.  You can be in awe of a majestic mountain vista, but you can also be in awe of a hurricane, a volcanic eruption, or even an atomic bomb that threatens to destroy you and everything you care about.  (News reports have described as "awesome" the destructive force of the following events: the 2005 earthquake in Pakistan, the 2004 tsunami in the Indian Ocean, the 1980 eruption of Mt. St. Helens, the 1945 bombing of Hiroshima, and the 1906 earthquake in San Francisco.
)  In these cases, the attitude of awe seems to be compatible with hating the object of the awe, wanting it to go away, being willing to destroy it if you could, wishing it never existed in the first place, preferring that the world not contain such things, and so on.
  Now this fact alone should not be especially surprising; to take a valuing attitude toward something, you needn't think it good all things considered.  All that is required is that there be a way in which you value it, that there be some aspect of it toward which you are positively disposed.  But in the case of the atomic bomb or the hurricane, what exactly is the aspect toward which you are positively disposed?  While your awe is presumably a response to some combination of the physical size and destructive power of each event, it is not clear that even in awe you are positively disposed toward these features or toward the object's possession of them.  You can be in awe of the size and destructive force of the atomic bomb while not liking (or favoring or endorsing) large, destructive things one bit.  The fact that the hurricane bearing down on you is awe-inspiring probably doesn't make you any more in favor of it; you might well prefer it to be considerably less awe-inspiring.  In such cases, awe seems to differ from other pro-attitudes (e.g., love, satisfaction, approval, esteem, veneration, gratitude, etc.) in that it doesn't appear to bring with it any endorsement or liking or favoring of its object, not even pro tanto.  If this is true, then we might well question whether awe should be thought of as a valuing attitude, at least in cases like these.  

4. The valence of awe

There are five basic accounts we might give of the valence of awe:  (1)  We might think that awe is bivalent – that it can either be positively valenced or negatively valenced, depending on the circumstances.  (2)  We might think that awe is nonvalent – that is like surprise in that it is neither positive nor negative in its own right.
  (3)  We might think that awe is ambivalent – that it contains both positive and negative elements within the same attitude.  (4)  We might think that environmentalist attitudes toward the Grand Canyon notwithstanding, awe is actually negatively valenced.  (5)  We might think that our opposition to hurricanes and atomic bombs notwithstanding, awe is actually positively valenced.  No doubt there are ways of combining, refining, and qualifying any of these proposals, but it is worth getting clear about what commitments, advantages, and disadvantages each of these basic models brings with it.  In what follows, I aim to sketch out a preliminary account of the advantages and disadvantages of each model.  While the arguments I present are by no means conclusive, I do think that they show which features of awe make it a hard case for judgments about valence.  

4.1 Bivalence

On this view awe is a valenced attitude, but one that can be either positive or negative (though not both at the same time) depending on the circumstances.  That is to say, its valence is context-dependent.  This is the view taken by some psychologists.  Richard Lazarus, for example, distinguishes between what we might call positive-awe and negative-awe: the latter he describes as "a blend of fright and amazement"; the former he describes as "almost the same as wonder."

 Thinking of the valence of awe as context-dependent relieves us of the burden of explaining what awe is 'pro' toward in hurricane-like cases.  We can simply say that in hurricane-like cases, awe is a con-attitude, while in Grand-Canyon-like cases, awe is a pro-attitude.  The main virtue of this position seems to be that it can take at face value the apparent heterogeneity of our experiences of awe.  An account such as this doesn't need to explain why instances of awe that seem positive are really negative or why instances of awe that seem negative are really positive.  Furthermore, awe does in fact seem to be context-dependent in all sorts of other ways – who feels it, toward what, under what circumstances, how intensely, and so on – that its valence would be also context-dependent should be no surprise.

However, I think that there are two main problems that an account of awe as bivalent will leave us with.  First, we need to ask what positive-awe and negative-awe have in common on such an account.
  They either have something in common or they do not.  If they do, then we will want to identify the common element that both positive-awe and negative-awe possess.  They might both share the element of extreme surprise, for example.  If this were true, then we could say that extreme surprise plus bad stuff produces negative-awe, and extreme surprise plus good stuff produces positive awe.  One worry about this possibility is that it is not clear why the common element – extreme surprise – wouldn't then be what really deserves to be called 'awe.'  But if this were true, i.e., if awe were really in essence just extreme surprise, then awe would appear to be nonvalent rather than bivalent.  (Whether this would be a problem will be discussed at length below; it is enough for our purposes to note that the account we would be left with would not be an account of awe as bivalent.)  

If, on the other hand, we think that positive-awe and negative-awe have nothing in common, then a different worry would arise, namely that it is not clear why we wouldn't just have two different attitudes.  That is to say, if they have nothing in common, then it is not clear why we should think of positive-awe and negative-awe as differently valenced versions of the same state.  On the contrary, they would seem to be different states altogether, and it would be just a linguistic quirk that we use the same word to refer to both of them. 

The second problem with thinking of awe as bivalent is that in some ways it seems to run counter to the phenomenology of awe.  Awe seems to be the "Wow!" (or pick your favorite exclamation) feeling that precedes desire or aversion, fear or delight, endorsement or condemnation.  You can feel awe for a tornado before you know whether it is moving toward you or away from you.  The awe seems to be one thing; the feeling enjoyment/desire/approval or fear/aversion/disapproval toward its object another.  In fact, it is the immediacy of the feeling of awe plus its seeming independence from other emotional states (along with other features such as having a distinctive facial expression) that have led some psychologists to propose that it is one of the basic emotions.
  Whether or not this is so, awe at least seems to feel like a single, unified phenomenon, and one that is independent from the 'bad stuff' and 'good stuff' that might be thought to make it into positive-awe or negative-awe.

4.2 Nonvalence

This might seem to suggest that we'd be better off thinking of awe as neither positively nor negatively valenced in its own right, but rather as like surprise in having no valence of its own.  Understood this way, awe may be an essential component of some positive or negative experiences, but the valence comes from other parts of the experience rather than from the awe.  There is, in fact, something about awe that is very much like surprise.  Since awe typically occurs when we encounter things that fall outside the normal range of our experience, perhaps awe is just a kind of extreme surprise.  

But awe can't be just a kind of extreme surprise.  To see this, think about the difference between being awestruck and being startled.  Being awestruck isn't just a feeling of "Yikes!" as being startled is.  It's a feeling of "Wow!" – of being impressed, not just surprised.
  Being impressed with something certainly seems to suggest a positive evaluation of the thing, yet it is not clear that this amounts to favoring or liking the thing (or the thing's possession of certain traits) in any way.  When one is impressed by a worthy opponent, one certainly acknowledges the adversary's skill or tenacity.   But being impressed by one's opponent in this way doesn't necessarily involve being glad she exists or that she is skilled, wanting to promote or protect her or her skills, endorsing her or her skills, desiring or favoring either her or her possession of her skills, etc.  One might prefer not to have an opponent at all, and if one must have an opponent, one might prefer to have an opponent more easily defeated.  Below I will say more about what sort of an attitude I think 'being impressed' might involve.  For now, it is enough to note that the outstanding challenge for an account of awe as nonvalenced is that it will have to explain why being impressed by the object in this sense does not amount to a kind of pro-attitude.

4.3 Ambivalence

One way of accounting for both the intuition that awe is a single, unified phenomenon (rather than good-awe and bad-awe) and for the sense that there is something valuative going on in awe is to think of awe as an ambivalent attitude.  On this view, awe involves both pro- and con- elements; both positive and negative valuations.  Consider the following description of awe: 

Awe is the sense of an encounter with some presence larger than ourselves, mysterious, frightening and wonderful, numinous, sacred.  It is the sense of something that we are not capable of containing within our capacity for thought and speech.  In awe, one's self is felt only as something small and incapable, speechless, perhaps graced by the experience but unequal to it, humble.

This seems to be a jumble of both positively and negatively valenced elements.  For example, the part that involves fright is arguably negative; the part that involves wonder is arguably positive.
  

One concern that we might have about this view is that it seems to require that the attitude of awe always have a positive aspect to it, even when it seems entirely negative, and that it always have a negative aspect to it, even when it seems entirely positive.  As I will argue below, there are worries we might have about the latter claim.  There are some positive experiences of awe that don't seem to involve terror, threat, confusion, anxiety, or any of the other candidates put forward as the negative aspect of awe.  In any case, the challenge for a proponent of the view of awe as ambivalent would be to show that awe does contain both pro- and con- elements, even in cases where all of its elements seem to have the same valence. 

4.4 Negative Valence

The next possibility is that awe is a negatively valenced attitude, even though it is one, like fear, that we sometimes seek out and find satisfying.  This was Edmund Burke's view of the sublime.
  Burke described terror as "the ruling principle of the sublime."
  Terror, he claimed, is produced by things that suggest to us, however indirectly, the ideas of pain or danger.  On this understanding of awe, it is clear why the attitude would seem appropriate to things that are very large or powerful, and why experiences of awe would involve feeling small or insignificant in comparison to the object of awe.  However, as Burke noted, it is less clear on this understanding of awe why we would ever enjoy the feeling or seek out things that produce it.  Burke, unlike Locke, thought that pleasure and the removal of pain were two very different experiences, and he refused to call the removal of pain a kind of pleasure.
  His own (perhaps misleading) technical term for the removal of pain was "delight." 
  In cases where "we have an idea of pain and danger, without being actually in such circumstances," we experience this "delight": we have both the feeling of terror produced by the idea of pain and danger, and something like relief that is felt when we realize that we aren't going to be in any real pain or danger.
  Burke's own explanation for why we would seek out such experiences was rooted in somewhat outdated views about human physiology.  Just as we need to exercise our muscles to keep our bodies fit and avoid the pain of ill health, he thought, so we need to exercise the "fine corporeal instruments" of the mind to keep psychologically fit and avoid mental pain.
  Feelings of terror unaccompanied by any real pain or danger, Burke supposed, produced a "tension, contraction, or violent emotion of the nerves" that allowed these "finer parts" to be "shaken and worked to a proper degree."
   

This view isn't as implausible as it might first appear.  While Burke's understanding of the mechanics can be faulted, it is true that boredom is unpleasant, that people often engage in thrill-seeking behavior to relieve it, and that people tend to feel happier after engaging in thrill-seeking behavior.
  Whether we think that the explanation is contracting nerve fibers, endorphin rushes, an existential affirmation of one's identity, or something else, we can agree that people often seek to experience a little bit of 'recreational fear' in their lives.
  Understood on this model, awe could be a con-attitude, a negative orientation toward its object, but one that we nonetheless seek.  Going to see the Grand Canyon would be like going to see a horror movie or riding a roller coaster – an experience that is a little bit terrifying and for that reason enjoyable.  On this model, the response to the object that constitutes the attitude of awe, then, is entirely negative; we explain its apparently positive aspect as a matter of our favorable response to the experience of feeling awe, not to the object of awe itself.

The main problem with this understanding of awe, I think, is one that commentators have already raised for Burke's view.
  It seems to work well for things that we are in awe of because they are so powerful (what Kant called "the dynamically sublime,") but it doesn't provide a very satisfying explanation of the awe that we feel toward things that are vast (what Kant called the "mathematically sublime" – e.g., the size of the universe, the age of the earth, the concept of infinity itself.)
  Nor does it provide a satisfying explanation of the awe that we can feel toward people who exhibit traits to a particularly impressive degree – someone who is exceptionally compassionate or selfless, someone who possesses extraordinary athletic or musical skill, someone who exhibits great courage or wisdom.  Burke's view requires us to say that terror is produced in us by the thought of something especially vast or someone especially talented or virtuous.  We must find these features somehow threatening, even though we know that they won't hurt us.  But why should we find them threatening at all?  It is only the particularly insecure or envious person who finds the possession of tremendous talent or virtue by others threatening.  It takes a particular psychological type to feel threatened by the existence of things or concepts that she can't get her mind all the way around.  Burke may have been a character of precisely this type.  But the type, it seems to me, is a bit pathological.  To respond to things that are especially excellent in some way or ineffable to some degree as though this constituted a threat to you seems to demonstrate an excessive need for superiority and control.  One might instead admire the talents or virtues of others, be pleased to get to witness such qualities in a person.  One might instead be fascinated or intrigued by aspects of the world that are, in some way or another, not fully comprehensible.  One might find it a joy rather than a threat that the world contains such things.  The problem with Burke's view, then, is that it seems to require us to be very paranoid creatures indeed.  

Even if we don't want to commit ourselves to Burke's particular claim that terror or threat is what is responsible for the negative valence of awe, all negative valence accounts will require us to say that we are taking some negative attitude toward every object of awe, an attitude which constitutes (or helps to constitute) the awe itself.  But on the face of it, this seems implausible.  There is no reason to think that I must have some negative attitude toward Mother Theresa's compassion in order to be in awe of it.  In any case, the main challenge for this view seems to be that it must explain why we should think that there is a negative aspect to those experiences of awe that seem to be entirely positive.

4.5 Positive Valence

The last possibility is that we might think of awe as positively valenced.  Of course, as we saw above, the challenge for this position is to explain what we are feeling 'pro' toward in cases like the hurricane.  Kant, in his discussion of the sublime, tries to answer this question.
  For Kant, the challenge posed to us by the dynamically sublime, i.e., objects that are very powerful, such as the oncoming hurricane, is that we feel powerless compared to them – we feel at their mercy.  The challenge posed to us by the mathematically sublime, i.e., objects that are vast ("large absolutely"), such as the idea of an infinite universe, is that we cannot fully comprehend them ("our power of estimating the magnitude of things in the world of sense...is inadequate to them").
  But while we initially feel threatened by this, we then turn our attention inward and realize that, in the case of the dynamically sublime, the forces of nature don't have complete power over us, for our minds are free – we can reason as we like, storm or no.  And so in this sense, nature doesn't have power over us.  In the case of the mathematically sublime, we realize that although we cannot understand vast things the way that we would understand the magnitude of normal, everyday things, there is still a sense in which we can understand them.  (Kant explains, "to be able even to think of the infinite as a whole indicates a mental power that surpasses any standard of sense."
)  And so in a way, we can comprehend them.  Thus we are capable of meeting both the physical and the cognitive challenges presented to us by sublime objects.  And it is our joy in discovering within ourselves the "supersensible power" to meet these challenges (i.e., the power of reason) that produces the positively valenced aspect of awe.  Ultimately, Kant thinks, the thing that we feel 'pro' toward in the attitude of awe is our own rational nature.  Strictly speaking, when you think you are in awe of the Grand Canyon, what you are really in awe of is yourself.  Kant claims that it is only by "a certain subreption" that we come to think of external objects as being the real objects of our awe.
  He explains, 

[T]rue sublimity must be sought only in the mind of the judging person, not in the natural object the judging of which prompts this mental attunement.  Indeed, who would want to call sublime such things as shapeless mountain masses piled on one another in wild disarray, with their pyramids of ice, or the gloomy raging sea?

Who indeed?  Well, environmentalists for one.  On the Kantian understanding of the sublime, the objects to which we take ourselves to be responding, e.g., the Grand Canyon, are fairly incidental to the whole experience of awe.  It is only because such things are necessary to show us the inadequacy of certain of our abilities and in doing so point out to us the excellence of other of our abilities that they are part of the story at all.  If the same effect could be achieved by sitting at home and thinking about how great our reasoning abilities are, we wouldn't need things like the Grand Canyon.
  

For Kant, then, what seem like amazing features of the natural world turn out to be amazing features of us.  However, if experiences of awe are supposed to pull our attention away from ourselves, force us to confront the 'other' (i.e., the object of awe) and make us feel humbled by it, then Kant's account doesn't seem to get it right.  When I am in awe of the Grand Canyon, the Canyon isn't merely a part of the causal story, as Kant would have it, an obstacle that challenges me and in so doing reveals to me the wonderfulness of my own rational nature.  Rather, the Grand Canyon is the 'other' that grabs my attention and turns my focus outward, away from myself and my inner life.
  My awe of the Canyon is ultimately about the Canyon and the greatness of its properties, not about me and the greatness of my properties.  That's why the experience produces humility in me rather than self-satisfaction or conceit.   

Kant's account, then, seems to misidentify the real object of the pro-attitude.  The object of my attitude is the Canyon, not my own rational nature.  And what I appreciate about the Canyon isn't its inability to overpower me – perhaps quite the opposite.  But while the Canyon might make me feel small and insignificant, getting over this feeling isn't a necessary part of the experience of feeling awe.  The experience needn't (and usually doesn't) end by my feeling big, significant, powerful, etc. again.  As I leave the Grand Canyon, I probably still feel relatively small and insignificant.  It's just that this fact needn't make me anxious about my own vulnerability; I might rather be impressed – perhaps even delighted (in the ordinary sense of the word) – by the greatness of the phenomena I have just encountered.  

But this analysis leaves us with a problem: if the 'pro' part of the attitude of awe isn't constituted by the pleasure I take in noticing features of my own reasoning abilities, then what does it consist in?  Interestingly, I think it is Kant who points us toward the best answer.  

5.  Respect

Consider for a moment the Kantian notion of respect.  As Stephen Darwall describes it, in its most basic form Kantian respect consists in "giving appropriate consideration or recognition to some feature of its object in deliberating about what to do."
  To respect a thing, in this very thin sense, is to acknowledge it as significant or important, to see it as mattering, to see it as having a kind of authority over your will within your practical deliberations.  There has been an interesting debate in the Kantian literature about whether respect, understood this way, can really be a feeling.
  Kant certainly considered it to be one, and thought that it was a feeling capable of motivating people's actions.  I don't want to enter into this debate here.  Rather, I'd like to think about what sort of a feeling this might be, if we did accept that it is a feeling.  Considered as a feeling, respect doesn't seem to be a pro-attitude in quite the same way that some other feelings are.  I can respect you, in a Kantian way, while really disliking you.  In fact, I can respect you while being pained at the very thought of you.  I can respect the moral law while wishing that it weren't quite so strict, or while wishing that I had been born a snail instead.  Respect, in this sense, can motivate me to do the right thing, while not liking it one bit. 

If we are willing to grant that Kantian respect is a pro-attitude, then we might think of awe as a pro-attitude of a similar type.
  They would have to be pro-attitudes very different from love, enjoyment, gratitude, etc.  Awe and respect are not, fundamentally, ways of favoring or liking their objects, even in the most generic sense of 'liking.'  Rather, they seem to be ways of recognizing (in the sense of granting recognition to) their objects, acknowledging their objects' status as mattering to our practical thinking about the world.  These attitudes involve a presentation of their objects as important, as to be taken notice of, as worth attending to in some way or another.  But these attitudes don't just represent their objects as having import; they also involve norms for feeling and action toward their objects.  Both awe and respect represent their objects as having a kind of status or significance that makes some kinds of instrumentalist attitudes toward them inappropriate.  Genuine awe or respect for something is incompatible with regarding it as cheap, dispensable, a mere convenience, and so on.  These attitudes also bring with them behavioral norms – for example, against wanton destruction or exploitation.  While this might seem to amount to a type of esteem, it is not esteem in the way that, say, moral admiration is.  It doesn't involve a presentation of its object as morally good, beneficial, desirable, worthy of endorsement, worthy of promotion, etc.  We can think of awe and respect, then, as what we might term "status-acknowledging attitudes" – they represent their objects as important, as mattering, as to-be-taken-seriously, but not necessarily as enjoyable, as worthy of favor, or as a good thing for the world to contain.

Of course this is not enough to show that awe and respect ought to be considered pro-attitudes.  Many con-attitudes (fear, for example) also present their objects as practically significant and involve norms for feeling and behavior.  So why think that awe and respect are pro- rather than con-attitudes?  Our earlier analyses of the valence of attitudes will not help very much at this point: if awe and respect are indeed pro-attitudes, they are not best described as a matter of 'favoring' or 'liking' their objects, even in the most generic way.

6.  Conclusions

 So what are the prospects for the view that awe and respect are pro-attitudes?  In favor of the pro-ness of awe, we might note that awe brings with it emotional and behavioral norms (such as prohibition against instrumentalism and wanton destruction) that seem to be more typical of valuing than disvaluing attitudes.  But while a thing's awesomeness might mean that we shouldn't destroy it wantonly, it's the wantonness, not the destruction, that awe opposes.  Things that are awesome are not to be taken lightly, but it's an open question how we should take them seriously.  Thus we can make the case that awe is a pro-attitude only insofar as we can make the case that to take something seriously is to have a positive orientation toward it.  

In favor of the pro-ness of respect, one might argue that to grant an object a kind of authority over your will is to bestow on it a kind of honor.  Insofar as we can think of voluntarily granting something authority over you as having a positive orientation toward that thing, then we might be able to make the case that respect is a pro-attitude.  That said, I think it's far from obvious that that voluntarily granting something authority over you should be thought of as having a positive orientation toward the thing.  Sometimes one voluntarily submits to an authority because one hasn't seen the problems with doing so in quite the right light, because one doesn't see any better alternative, etc.  As feminist and post-colonialist writers have spent decades pointing out, one can both willingly accept an authority and deeply detest it at the same time.     
So what would be lost if we gave up the idea that awe and respect are pro-attitudes?  Why not simply accept that being impressed by something or granting it authority over your will doesn't amount to having a positive orientation toward it?
  While I'm not sure that this isn't the right way to go, one consequence of this view is that certain conceptions of the good would turn out to be simply a mistake.  Much of the discussion about the nature and importance of awe has taken place among two groups: religious believers, particularly in the Judeo-Christian tradition, and environmentalists, both of whom typically consider awe to be a very important pro-attitude.  It is worth noticing that both of these groups consider to be supremely good an object (God/nature)that they don't always favor or even like.  If we were to present these groups with the idea that what is good is that which is likeable, they might respond that we have a terribly impoverished understanding of our relationship to what is good in the world.  Should we dismiss them as stuck in an abusive relationship, or should we consider that things which merit liking/favoring might not be the only kind of goodness?     

There isn't room here to work out how these arguments would go; the point of the current discussion is just to note that the matter merits more thorough consideration by ethical theorists.  As things currently stand, it is by no means clear what stands behind our intuitive sense that some attitudes have a positive valence and some have a negative valence, nor is it clear what standard we might use to sort out the hard cases.

Given such a daunting task, we might rather try to avoid talking about valence at all – i.e., give up on grouping our attitudes into 'pro' and 'con' categories, and instead just talk about particular attitudes being warranted.  Thus we could talk about whether something merits respect, or love, or awe, or admiration, and not worry about whether these count as pro-attitudes.
  While this might solve many of the above problems, it is not without its drawbacks.  The distinction between pro- and con-attitudes was invoked in the first place because the warranting of these attitudes was supposed to provide an analysis of value and disvalue.  If we give up the distinction between pro- and con-attitudes, then as neosentimentalists, we would also be giving up the distinction between value and disvalue, i.e., between good and bad.  While this might be a workable strategy in psychology, it is likely to be much more of a problem in ethics, where the distinction between goodness and badness is still of central importance.  To suggest that ethics should give up talking about the distinction between the good and the bad will, to many ears, sound like a reductio ad absurdum of neosentimentalist accounts of value.
So what would be lost if we There are broader questions here about the nature of goodness that are not limited to neosentimentalist accounts of value.  
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� There is a significant literature in psychology on the question of valence; however, none of the available psychological accounts sort attitudes in the same way that philosophers do.  This is because psychologists tend to be interested in determining not which attitudes we take (or should take) toward good things as opposed to bad things, but rather which attitudes are enjoyable, which attitudes motivate us to continue the activity that produced them, and so on.  For a helpful overview of this literature, see Prinz (2004). 


� Many theorists of the emotions have claimed that any attitude that has no valence cannot count as an emotion.  See, e.g., Prinz (2004), p. 164.  I don't wish to take a stand on the proper definition of 'emotion,' and will talk about 'valuative attitudes' instead.  The term 'valuative attitudes,' as I use it here, refers to intentional (i.e., object-directed) states that typically have both affective and cognitive dimensions.   


� The example of surprise is from Gaus (1990), p. 68.


� Blackburn (1984) describes emotivism as the boo-hooray theory of ethics and introduces H! B! notation to designate the expression of pro- or con-attitudes toward objects.  





�  Ewing (1947), pp. 149-50.


� Nowell-Smith (1954), pp. 112-13.


� Gaus (1990), p. 68.  For another example of this strategy, see Scanlon (1998), p. 95.  For complaints about this strategy, see Williamson (1970) and Rabinowicz and Rønnow-Rasmussen (2004).


� As commentators have pointed out.  See, e.g., Williamson (1970), p. 358 and Rabinowicz and Rønnow-Rasmussen (2004), pp. 400-403.


� Gaus (1990), p. 69.


� Garnett (1951), p. 74. This should be understood as a pro tanto claim – all that is required is an inclination to keep or preserve it, not that the sum of all of your inclinations point toward keeping or preserving it.


� Stump (1997) defines awe as "the affective reaction people sometimes have in the presence of something that strikes them as overwhelmingly great" (p. 281).  Halstead and Halstead (2004) claim that awe is an emotion felt "in the face of something perceived as vastly larger or more complex or more powerful" (p. 165).  Kemper (1978) describes awe as a reaction to the "larger-than-life character of the other" (p. 138).  Nicholsen (2002) says, "Awe is the sense of an encounter with some presence larger than ourselves, mysterious, frightening and wonderful, numinous, sacred" (p. 16).  Wettstein (1997) claims that awe is experienced "in the face of great power, or majesty, or beauty" (p. 260).  Keltner and Haidt (2003) claim that the objects of awe are characterized by what they call "vastness," which "refers to anything that is experienced as being much larger than the self, or the self's ordinary level of experience and frame of reference" (p. 303)


� For a description of the typical elicitors of awe, see Haidt (2003b), p. 863; Sundararajan (2002), pp. 177-178; Wettstein (1997), p. 260; Keltner and Haidt (2003), pp. 297, 300.


� See Heschel (1972), pp. 75, 107; Ballard (1988), p. 69; Gerber (2002), p. 47; Nicholsen (2002), p. 16;  Ivanhoe (1997), p. 101; Keltner and Haidt (2003), p. 304; Wettstein (1997), p. 264; Shiota, Campos, and Keltner (2003), p. 297.


�  For this reason, Keltner and Haidt (2003) claim that "[n]atural objects that transcend one's previous knowledge are more likely to produce awe than familiar objects" (p. 310).  Cf.  the description in Burke (1990) of which qualities of objects do and do not produce feelings of the sublime (pp. 53-79). Besides objects that are outside the bounds of normal experience, Burke also thinks that objects that are obscure or mysterious in some way are more likely to lead to experiences of the sublime.  Heschel (1972) agrees that mysteriousness is an essential aspect of objects of awe.  For a criticism of this claim, see Wettstein (1997). 


� Writers have proposed a number of different attitudes besides elation and terror as components or possible components of awe.  On the positive side are joy [Peterson and Seligman (2004)], ecstasy [Peterson and Seligman (2004) and Di Chiara (1990)], fascination [Heschel (1972)], wonder [Gerber (2002), McDougall (1950), Halstead and Halstead (2004), Lazarus (1991), Lee (1994), Keltner and Haidt (2003)], celebration [Gerber (2002)], admiration [McDougall (1950)], exhilaration [Wettstein (1997)], pleasure [Keltner and Haidt (2003)], enlightenment [Keltner and Haidt (2003)], and rebirth [Keltner and Haidt (2003)].  On the negative side are fear [Peterson and Seligman (2004), McDougall (1950), Halstead and Halstead (2004), Keltner and Haidt (2003)], reverential fear [Di Chiara (1990), Lee (1994)], Promethean fear [Williams (1994)], submissiveness [Peterson and Seligman (2004), McDougall (1950)], and fright [Lazarus (1991)]. 


� McDougall (1950), pp.111-12.


� Nussbaum (2001), p. 54, n. 53.


� Lyons (1980), p. 30; Halstead and Halstead (2004), p. 165; Peterson and Seligman (2004), p. 539); Haidt (2003b), p. 863, citing Frijda (1986).


�  See Nicholsen (2002), p. 16; Heschel (1972); Gerber (2002); Lee (1994); Wettstein (1997); Reed (1989).


�  Adler and Fagley (2005), p.82; Halstead and Halstead (2004), p. 165; Reed (1989), p.57; Heschel (1965), p. 77.


� One might think that there is an exception to the above claim, namely, cases where the thing that one is in awe of is oneself.  But even when one takes the attitude of awe toward oneself, one regards oneself third-personally (i.e., as an 'other') in so doing.  As Elizabeth Anderson has put the point (in personal conversation), awe is essentially a "third-personal, observer's affect."  


�  Gerber (2002), p. 40; Halstead and Halstead (2004), p. 166.


� See, e.g., Adler and Fagley (2005).  For a description of awe as a positive moral emotion, see Haidt (2003a).  For a description of awe as a peak experience, see Maslow (1970), p. 65.


�  Muir (1987), p. 14.  Along similar lines, Gifford Pinchot (1998) said of the Grand Canyon, "awe-struck and silent, I strove to grasp the vastness and the beauty" (p. 42).


� J. Smith (2005); Hundley (2004); Commercial Appeal (2005); McLeod (2005); Karlinsky and Harris (2006).


� In fact, in its older usage, "awe" was synonymous with "fear" or "dread."  


� There is also the possibility of awe being neutral in the sense of being at the midpoint between positive and negative on the scales of valuation (i.e., being only so-so or mediocre).  I won't have much to say about this possibility here because no description of awe seems to point to it as a live possibility.   


�  Lazarus (1991), p. 238.


� Cf. Rabinowicz and Rønnow-Rasmussen (2004), pp. 400-401.


�  See, e.g., Ekman (1992).  According to Ekman, for an emotion to be basic, it must have the following features:  distinctive universal signals, presence in other primates, distinctive physiology, distinctive universals in antecedent events, coherence among emotional response, quick onset, brief duration, automatic appraisal, and unbidden occurrence (pp. 191, 175).  Ekman expresses optimism that awe will be found to have all of these features.  In the psychoanalytic literature, awe has also been treated as a kind of basic or primitive affective state.  Guiseppe Di Chiara (1990), for example, refers to awe as a "strong, primordial affect" that is part of our "primitive animal mental inheritance" (pp. 444, 448). 


� Awe may also be sustainable over time in ways that startle is not.  The feeling of being startled tends to last only as long as is needed to understand and accept the new stimulus; feelings of awe can persist even after the awe-inspiring object has been understood and accepted (Elizabeth Anderson, personal communication).


�  Nicholsen (2002), p. 16.


� The understanding of awe as ambivalent seems to be implicit in Keekok Lee's (1994) description of awe as the combination of "reverential fear and wonder" (p. 94).  Many writers have noted that awe seems to be both positive and negative.  Howard Wettstein (1997) refers to this as the "duality" of awe. Mark and Anne Halstead (2004) describe this as a "paradoxical" aspect of the concept of awe, speculating that it "corresponds to something paradoxical about human nature itself" (p. 167).


� The concept of the sublime as it has been discussed in philosophy (though not in literary criticism) from about the mid-18th century onwards I take to be the same concept as awe.  Other commentators seem to agree on this point; Burke's and Kant's analyses of the sublime are often discussed in analyses of the nature of awe.  See, e.g., Keltner and Haidt (2003). 


�  Burke (1990), p. 54.


� Burke (1990), pp. 31-34; cf. Locke (1975), p. 232.  There seems to be some recent experimental evidence in favor of Burke's view.  See, e.g., Diener and Emmons (1984) and Watson and Tellegen (1985).  For an overview of the psychological research on this topic, see Green et al. (1999).   


� Burke (1990), p. 34.


� Burke (1990), p. 47.


� Burke (1990), pp. 122-23.


� Burke (1990), pp. 120,123.


� Legrand and Apter (2004).


� The term "existential affirmation of identity" is from Fodorova (2004).


� See Zuckert (2003), p. 223.


� Kant (1987), pp. 119-26 (Ak. 260-266) and 103-17 (Ak. 247-260).


� Kant seemed to consider the feeling of the sublime to be ambivalently valenced.  He says, "The feeling of the sublime is a feeling of displeasure that arises from the imagination's inadequacy...but is at the same time also a pleasure...." (Kant 1987), pp. 114-15 (Ak. 257).  Here I will not be concerned with Kant's account of the sublime, but rather with his account of those parts/aspects of the sublime that are positively valenced.


� Kant (1987), pp. 105,106 (Ak. 250).


� Kant (1987), pp. 111 (Ak. 254-255).  


� Kant (1987), pp. 114 (Ak. 257).


� Kant (1987), p. 113 (Ak. 256).


� Cf. Zuckert (2003), p. 222.  We might also raise an additional worry for this view: after these amazing features of ourselves have been pointed out to us the first time, it's unclear why we should need any further experiences or objects of awe to tell us what we already know.


� Rachel Zuckert (2003) describes a similar criticism of Kant from Johann Gottfried Herder, that the object of aesthetic experience is "not only...the occasion for, but...the object of aesthetic feeling" (p. 222).


� Darwall (1977), p. 38.


� See Galvin (1991); Greenberg (1999); Guyer (1996); McCarty (1993); Reath (2002).


� In fact, Charles Taylor (1982) suggests that the German word Kant uses, Achtung, which is usually translated as "respect," might properly be translated as "awe" (p. 138). 


� Parfit (2011) agrees and on this basis claims that while Kantian dignity (worthiness of respect) might be a moral status, it is not a kind of goodness (pp. 237-44).


� Thanks to an anonymous referee for pressing this point.


� This seems to be the strategy favored by D'Arms and Jacobson.  See D'Arms and Jacobson (2000) and the discussion of their views in Rabinowicz and Rønnow-Rasmussen (2004).
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