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2 Alienated Ernotions
and Self-Knowledge

Krista K. Thomd.son

I might be afraid of mice. I say "might be" because I have conflicting
evidence. On the one hand, when I was a child, I had a mouse as a

pet (her name was Rocky). I would take her out of her cedar chip-
filled aquarium and happily hold her. I loved her like any other pet and
mourned her when she died. On the other hand, there is what I call "the
kitchen incident." As an adult, in the first house I owned, I once heard
odd noises coming from my kitchen at night. I gingerly walked down the
hall from my bedroom and flipped on the kitchen light to look around.
A mouse scrambled across my bare foot. I screamed so loud that I woke
up my husband. I was so parclyzedwith fear that he had to take my hand
and physically walk me back to the bedroom because I refused to leave

the safety of the kitchen mat next to the sink.
Since the kitchen incident, I do not how to answer the question "Are

you afraid of mice?" Prior to the kitchen incident, I would have answered'
obviously no. How could someone who had a pet mouse be afraid of mice?

I would have bristled at the stereotype: the familiar cartoonish image of a
woman standing on a chair in terror of a little harmless mouse. Back then,
if you had asked me how I would have reacted to a mouse in the kitchen,
I might have said that I would be startled, but I never would have pre-

dicted my actual reaction. My fear was completely surprising to me. In the
moment, I simply found myself panlyzed on the kitchen mat screaming
my head off and unable to take a step without the help of another person.

My goal for this chapter is not to determine whether I am afraid of mice.

I want to explore what I will call the ethics of emotional self-knowledge.
I am particularly interested in how we relate to what I will call alienated
emotions: emotional experiences that are unusual, surprising, or even

disturbing.l Alienated emotions are those that make us feel "momen-
tarily or robustly alienated...from one's own oself"' (Szanto 2017,264).
'What, if anything, do our alienated emotions tell us about who we are?

Before I proceed, I need to make a few clarifications. First, I am thinking
of self-knowledge in a broadly moral sense and in terms of what Cassam
calls "substantial self-knowledge" (201,5,10). I will assume that trying
to gain self-knowledge is a good or worthwhile thing to do, but I do not
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want to cash it out in narrow moral terms, such as duty, obligation, or
permissibility. Instead, I will characterize it as a practical project: some-
thing human beings do as they figure out how to live meaningfully in the
world. As such, I will set aside some of the more foundational questions
from philosophy of mind and epistemology about, for example, privi-
leged access or self-ascriptions of mental states. Second, I do not want
to assume at the outset. any particular view about what self-knowledge
looks like, though I am primarily concerned with our self-concept.
Because of that, my affinities with normative narrative selfhood will
no doubt come through.z I do not wish to stake out a position about
what kind of narrativist I am (if I am one), and, in particular, I do not
intend to make any strong claims about whether self-understanding is
essentially naltative in structure. I will return to some of these issues
later in the chapter. Finally, I will use several terms interchangeably: self-
knowledge, self-discovery, self-understanding, and self-examination will
all pick out basically the same process or the same goal.

2.1 Emotions Tell Us Things about Ourselves

Let me start with a claim that I take to be relatively uncontroversial,
namely that emotions do indeed tell us things about ourselves. There
are at least two ways they might do so. First, emotions reveal what we
care about or what we judge.3 Michael Stocker argues that caring about
something is essentially an affective activity-what it means for me to
care about baseball is to be sad when I do not get to watch it, thrilled by
an exciting game, or angry when my team makes stupid roster moves.4
Robert Solomon and Angela Smith argue that emotions are tied to our
judgments.s The fact that I feel contempt for my neighbor means that
I have judged her to be beneath me or the fact that I scream my head off
when the mouse runs across my foot means I judge it to be scary.

Second, emotions reveal our character traits. This claim has a long
history and is featured in Confucius, Aristotle, and Hume. Particularly
for Confucius and Aristotle, the person with the right sort of character
will feel the emotions that are appropriate to that character (e.g., the
courageous person will feel the right amount of fear in the right way and
at the right time).6 We take someone's emotional response to be evidence
that they have developed a certain trait (either a vice or a virtue). 'We 

can
see this via an analogy between emotions and actions. As Hume argues,
we blame people for their "criminal actions" because they are "proofs
of criminal passions or principles in the mind" (2007,2.3.2,264-285),
Sfe infer, in other words, that someone's actions are produced by their
character. The same can be true of our emotional responses. 'S7e can
infer that someone who is prone to fear or who feels fear at, say, a small
harmless rodent, is probably a coward. Although Hume talks in terms
of blame, the same thing can be true of positive emotions. Someone who
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weeps for another's suffering is likely to be praised as a sympathetic or
compassionate person.

Of course, both of these connections immediately get complicated. First
of all, how precisely are the connections supposed to work? Why and how
does an emotion follow from my judgment? How exactly does an emo-
tional response "flow" from a character trait?7 Second, the connections
themselves are tenuous. Emotions can be recalcitrant-how we feel can
conflict with what we judge.s I might sincerely think that mice are not
dangerous and yet, lo and behold, I am afraid when I see one (I will come
back to the issue of the alleged irrationality of recalcitrant emotions in a
moment). In the same way that we can act out of character, we can also feel
out of character. A person with a normally generous, sunny disposition can
feel malicious glee or a sudden sullenness, maybe even to her own surprise.

So, we end up with the following problem: sometimes emotions tell
us things about ourselves and sometimes they do not. How do we know
which is which with any parricular emotion? Is the kitchen incident tell-
ing me that I am atraid of mice or not? \When we confront conflicting
pieces of evidence in our quests for self-knowledge, it provides us an
opportunity for self-interpretation.e But self-interpretation is a fraught
task, especially when it comes to emotions. First, there is the problem
of opacity: we are not transparent to ourselves.lo I do not always know
what I feel, why I feel it, or at the very least I have trouble articulating
it. Second, there is the problem of confabulation. Psychological research
purports to show that people will invent plausible, but false, explana-
tions for their own behavior.ll We tend to create reasons for our actions
that may not have been the reasons why we in fact acted. !7e do the same
with our emotions: suppose I am feeling sad for no particular reason.
I might try to find reasons for my feelings, but in doing so I actually
invent reasons (e.9., I decide that I do not like the paint color in my living
room even though it has never bothered me before). Finally, and relat-
edly, there is the problem of self-deception.12 My emotions may indeed
tell me things about myself, but they may tell me rhings I do not like. If I
do not want to face up to these unpleasant facts about me, I may dismiss
the feelings as an aberration. If I am motivated to see myself in a certain
way, I might ignore or downplay feelings that present me differently.

If self-knowledge is a good thing and we ought to rry to achieve it,
I take it we should try to avoid or address these pitfalls, if we can. Jusr
as there are better and worse ways to deliberate, there are better and
worse ways to engage in self-interpretation. How do we self-interpret
well when it comes to our emotions? In what follows, I want to try to
make some headway into this question by examining cases of alienated
emotions,like the kitchen incident. I wanr to first identify some tempring
responses we might have to our alienated emotions and show why those
responses might be problematic. I will then try to identify what I will call
guiding values of self-interpreration.
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emotions reductive to a certain extent: the point is to identify the simpler
parts that make up the more complex emotional sfructures. For that rea-
son, it focuses on more simplistic cases of fear rather than, saR thinking
about the fear of death, the fear that your loved ones secretly resenr you,
or the fear that you are becoming exactly like your mother. Because of
this, we tend to look at unexpected fear responses as not particularly
deep and therefore easier to dismiss as aberrations.

A second reason to doubt the "just a reaction" interpretation is that
emotions help us discover things about ourselves that we do not already
know. An unpredictable emotional response may nevertheless be a genu-
ine one. You might learn that you are afraid of heights only after you have
decided to hike up a mountain or ride Ferris wheel. You might discover
that you harbor romantic feelings for someone only upon hearing that
they have a date planned with someone else. If I had never encountered
a mouse prior to the kitchen incident, I might easily conclude from my
reaction that I am af.raid of them even if I did not realize it beforehand.
Of course, one emotional reacrion all by itself might not be enough evi-
dence to draw wider conclusions. You might need to try hiking a few
more times to know if you are afuaid of heights. Still, if your fear is
serious the first time-if you are terror-stricken on the summit-the
claim that it is "just a reacrion" might be self-deception. In the kitchen
incident, I was (to my utter surprise) screaming uncontrollably and quite
literally paralyzed with fear. I was not merely srartled; but I was also in
a full-blown panic. The severity of my fear makes it not only shocking,
but also much harder to dismiss. Even when our emotioRal reactions are
surprising or unpredictable, it does not mean they are mistaken.

2.3 Recalcitrant Fear

Another tempting way ro think about the kitchen incident is to say my fear
was recalcitrant. An emotion is recalcitrant because it is u'at odds with a
decisjve better judgment of the subject" (Mele 1989, 27g) or "persisrs
despite the agent's conflicting judgment or belief" (Dciring 2015, 381) or
"exists despite the agent's making a judgment that is in tension with it"
(D'Arms and Jacobson 2003, 129). Most of the literature on recalcirrant
emotions uses fear as an example: Patricia Greenspan's landmark case
is about someone who had a terrifying incident with one dog and then
develops a general fear of dogs (1988, 17-1"8). This person then meets
Fido, the harmless old arthritic dog. The person knows that Fido is not
dangerous and yet fears him anyway, Recalcitrant emotions are the kind
that we know we have no reason for, that we ourselves sometimes claim
are irrational, and that persist despite our other beliefs and judgments.

In my example, the case for recalcitrance would go like this: I went
through my whole life having positive atitudes toward mice. Given this,
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2.2 Just a Reaction

Here is, I think, the first tempting response: my fear in the kitchen is an
aberration because it's just a reaction in the moment. It was late at night,
I was already on high alert because I was hearing strange noises in the
house, and out of nowhere a twry, fast-moving.thing runs across my bare
foot. I can imagine many people who are otherwise not afraid of mice
might react the same way, I think fear lends itself to the "just a reaction"
conclusion partly because it's one of the so-called basic emotions.l3 The
idea that there are emotional building blocks isn't new-both Descartes
and Spinoza held something like a basic emotion thesis. The basic emo-
tion thesis is the idea that all human beings are born with a set of emo-
tions. This.claim is supported by studies in emotion recognition: show
people from a wide array of backgrounds and regions a bunch of photos of
human faces with different emotional expressions and ask them to identify
the emotion in the photos.la At least according to some studies, subjects

are successful at this emotion identification task. Since we can identify
emotions across cultures, basic emotions are supposed to be o'hardwired"

into human psychobiology.ls This claim is then supported by evolutionary
psychology, which tries to determine what evolutionary function the basic
emotions are meant to play. Fear, for instance, causes your blood to flow
more freely to your large muscle groups.l5 More blood flow makes it easier

to run, so presumably feelings of fear evolved to help tts flee from danger.
If all this provides an accurate description of fear, then perhaps my fear of
the mouse in the kitchen incident means very little-it was a psychobio-
logical reaction, like flight or fight, nothing more.

rX/hen it comes to emotions and self-knowledge, I think this answer
is unhelpful, both in general and also in my particular case. To start
with, although this is not so central to my arguments there, it is impor-
tant to note that the research on basic emotions is not unassailable. The
psychologist Lisa Feldman Barrett, for example, argues against the basic

emotion thesis (2017, Chapter 3). Her research raises questions about the
results of the facial recognition studies. In some of the original studies,

subjects were asked to choose the emotion depicted in the photo by select-

ing from a list. Barrett ran the experiment without the list; her researchers
just asked people u'what emotion is this person feeling?" \ffithout the list,
subjects had a much more difficult time identifying the emotion (2017,

44-46). Barrett thus doubts that there are basic emotions and that they
are 'opassed down" from our earlier ancestors (2017,1'57-174).

It is not central to my argument whether there are or are not basic

emotions, but it is important to think about how classifications like these

might influence how we relate to our emotions. One of the downsides of
classifying an emotion as basic is that it sometimes ends up getting cast

as simplistic. Fear becomes equated to the flight-or-fight mechanism or
the startle reflex. Of course, the basic emotion thesis is meant to make
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make sure I kept sight of them and worrying that they would suddenly
scurry back across my path. I read a news article about a man who fell
through the cracked sidewalk in New York City into a pile of rats and I
neady break into a cold sweat every time I think about it. On television,
I have seen videos of lots of field mice running around in Australia and
had to turn my head away from the screen. So, although the terror I had
in the kitchen incident has not reoccurred, it has forced me to pay closer
attention to and re-evaluate my other responses. Although no one else

has judged me for my fear (partly because I have not told that many peo-
ple), I absolutely judge myself or at the very least I see myself as open to
judgment. I can imagine people asking me the very same questions I have

asked myself: are you that afraid of mice? Did you think it was going to
hurt you? \Xlhy did you react that way?

Now comes the crux of the problem. On the ration.al relations view,
we are answerable for our emotions when they reflect what we judge, yet
in my own case, I cannot figure out where my fear came from. Up until
the kitchen incident, I would have identified nothing in my judgments or
commitments that would have predicted my response. I am an animal
lover, I am not prone to terror over other things like bugs or spiders, and
I used to have a mouse as a pet. My emotion conflicts with all of this, but
does that mean that my fear is floating free from the rest of my psychol-
ogy? Or is it that I do not know myself as well as I thought?

\When it comes to self-knowledge, the mere fact that an emotion con-
flicts with our considered judgments does not all by itself count as a reason
to disregard it.le First, as Smith points out, our conflicted attitudes are not
"alien forces" that operate within us (2004, 399). 

'Sfhen we struggle with
feelings that we wish we did not have, we nevertheless recognize them as

ours. Who I am as a person is comprised of things that I do not necessarily
choose: where I grew up, the activities that I enjoy, and the people I love
are not' always hand-selected by me only after careful consideration. We
do not choose our families, but (most of the time) we love them anyway.
I stumbled into philosophy almost by accident and fell madly in love with
it. We don't decide what feelings to have because emotions simply do not
work that way, but that does not make them not authentically ours. The
sphere of my identity is bigger than my willing and deliberating.20

One of the common conclusions we draw about recalcitrant emotions
is that they are irrational. If that is right, so this reasoning goes, we do
not need to care much what they might tell us. I have argued elsewhere
that it is hard to determine how recalcitrant emotions are irrational.2l
The case in favor of irrationality for recalcitrant emotions relies heavily
on the notion of emotions having formal objects.22 Fear is supposed to
track or perceive "the dangerous." But fear that looks irrational might
be tracking something that is otttside the scope of an emotion's usual
formal object. Take the lear of spiders as an example. 

'$7hat if some-
one fears spiders not because they are dangerous, but because they are
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and given that I know mice are not dangerous, my considered belief or
judgment is that I am not afraid of them. The fact that I was panic-stricken
in the kitchen incident could have a number of different explanations, but
it did not represent my real, authentic, or considered attitude toward mice.

So, in my quest for self-knowledge, I can safely disregard it.
Classifying an emotion as recalcitrant is harder than it looks. Let me

borrow from Smith's rational relations view to illustrate.lT Smith's view
provides a way of explaining how moral agents can be responsible for
their attitudes that does not rely on tracing those attitudes back to some

sort of choice, endorsement, or control.ls 'We can and do have attitudes
that we do not choose or endorse, but on Smith's view, we can still be

answerable for them and open to evaluation because of them. rff/hat

makes our emotions open to evaluation is that they reflect our values

in the right ways-they "bear rational relations to our evaluative judg-

ments and commitments" (2005, 260). Contrast my fear in the kitchen
incident to the startle reaction I might have when I unexpectedly run
into domeone coming around the corner. I cannot be called to account
for my startle reaction because it is not attached to any values I have. No
one will look at my startle reaction and say, *'Wow, you must think peo-

ple walking around corners are dangerous." A startle is not a reflection
of judgment or a commitment.

As Smith points out, your judgments could be deeply mistaken and yet

your emotions still be connected to them in the right ways (2005, 253-
254). Suppose I am afraid of mice because I falsely judge that they are ven-

omous. My fear of them is indeed a reflection of my judgment and the fact
that venomous things are dangerous even makes my fear reasonable under

that description. I am just wrong about the facts regarding which animals
are venomous. If my judgment gets corrected and yet my feat persists, then
my fear would be a classic case of recalcitrance because it would properly
conflict with my considered judgment. 'S7hen this occurs, Smith thinks
we are faced with "an interpretative difficulty" because we cannot trace a

clear route from the emotion to the judgment (2005, 255).
My fear in the kitchen incident is not like the startle reaction in that

it might actually reflect my judgments. rX/hy suppose this? I think the
intensity of my response is one reason. rVhen I run into someone coming
around the corner, I might jump and even scream a bit, but it is over
quickly. I might even laugh about it immediately afterward. The inten-
sity of my fear in the kitchen incident has not been so easy to get over or
Iaugh off. My views about mice have been unsettled ever since. Because

my reaction was so shocking to me, I have since wondered what would
happen if I came in close contact with another mouse. I no longer trust
myself around them and I am still amassing conflicting evidence. I have

been to pet stores where they are in aquariums and had no fear response.
I have seen them outside while walking my dog and have not been

gripped with terror, but I was uncomfortable. I could not help trying to
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people's expectations about what is best. \We tell ourselves stories about
what we think we want and who we think we are. Emotions that conflict
with considered judgments might be giving us a more holistic picture
of ourselves and our situations. Suppose Sam is irritable and depressed
during his isolation. He might attribute his feelings to the stress of finals.
He might chastise himself for being weak-willed when he longs wistfully
to join his friends for dinner. But his emotions-his anger, sadness, and
longing-are pointing to a truth of his situation that he is unable to real-
ize or see. This sort of thing happens all the time. If you are crying to and
from work every day, it might be because you hate your job. If you dread
seeing your family, your relationship to them might not be as healthy
as you think. Of course, not every conflicting emotion is like this-my
boredom and lack of focus does not necessarily mean that I hate what I'm
working on. But the mere fact that a feeling goes against our considered
judgment does not mean the feeling is the mistaken one.

So far, I have tried to make the case that we should not just ignore
or dismiss emotional reactions that seem like aberrations. They may
not be just reactions and they may not be recalcitrant. Even if they are
irrational, that does not disqualify them from the project of self-knowl-
edge. Emotional reactions that are shocking, disturbing, or surprising
might still reveal something about ourselves. The troubling word here is
"might." How do we know when an emotion is telling and when it is not?
I'm not sanguine about the possibility of actually answering the question
I just posed, but I think there are better and worse ways of trying to
answer it. In this final section, I want to try to sketch some general princi
ples for good emotional self-discovery. When we are trying to understand
ourselves, how showld we reflect on our emotional experiences?

2.4 'WhatDoes Good Emotional Self-Knowledge Look Like?

The conclusion I want to draw from what I have errgued so far is that
there is no reason to prioritize our considered judgments over our emo-
tions in cases of emotional self-alienation. I think wc have a tendency
to assume that a surprising emotion-particularly when it is a strong
one-is the problem, My main goal in this chapter has been to argue
against this tendency. There is no reason to think that a surprising emo-
tion is a fluke that tells me nothing about myself, and there is no reason
to assume that my considerecl judgments are ironclael, Although alien-
ated emotions are shocking or surprising, it is not the nrere fact that they
are surprising that involves them in self-knowledge. I might be excited
to go to a museum and yet nevertheless the experienee leaves me cold.
This is not what I expected, but it need not threaten tny sense of myself
as someone who loves museums (unless it happens over ernd over again).
\What stands out about the kitchen incident is that my fear was con-
trary to a relatively clear and stable self-image that I had good reason to
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creepy-crawly? Again, we tend to construe fear's formal object in a nar-
row way, as though "the dangerous" can only include things that can
cause one serious physical harm. But we are also afraid of the disgusting,
the eerie, the creepy, or the uncanny.z3 You see a spider and you watch
its little hairy legs creep across the floor; you imagine that if you get too
close, it might suddenly scurry across your foot or up your leg. Notice
that the f.ear of the creepy-crawly is not alleviated by knowing that the
spider is not venomous-creepy-crawlies do not have to be venomous
to be scary. Fears that look irrational might not be once we rcalize that
they are attuned to atypical objects. For the purposes of self-knowledge,
we would be better served not to apply the recalcitrant label too quickly.

Even if it is true that recalcitrant emotions are irrational, why should
we merely d.isregard them for the purposes of self-knowledge? An irra-
tional instance of an emotion is still an instance of that emotion. As
Pugmire puts it, "Irrational guilt is not pseudo-guilt" (1998, 1.23).

Irrational emotions are not fake, feigned, or false, even if we have no
clear reason to feel them. Objectless emotions illustrate this: we can be

sad or huppy without being able to explain exactly why, but objectless
sadness and happiness are still classified as sadness and happiness.24

Objectless emotions do not seem to strike people as particttlarly irra-
tional, unless they persist for a long time or arc very intense. Even if I
judge my own emotion to be irrational, it could still tell me something
about myself. Suppose I feel guilty for turning down yet another service
request, even though l am not interested in the project and I have too
much to do alreacly. My irrational guilt might be revealing all sorts of
things about me*that I am a people-pleaser, that I agree to things for
the wrong reasons, or that I am struggling with wanting to do too much.

Additionally, the fact that an emotion conflicts with my judgments

does not mean my eonsidered judgments are correct. As I mentioned
earlier, our emotions can alert us to things about ourselves that we do

not already know and sometimes they know better than we do. Let me

illustrate with a case from Nomy Arpaly (2000, 496-4981, Sam is a col-
lege student worried about doing well on final exams. He decides that
he should restrict his social life to the absolute minimum so that he can

study as much as possible. In his deliberations, Sam fails to realize that
when he does not maintain a balanced social life, his academic perfor-
mance suffers because he becomes depressed. His considered judgment

about what is best for him is that he ought to become a hermit during
finals, but Arpaly argues that Sam would be more rational or make a
better overall decision if he acted against his considered judgment.

Arpaly's case demonstrates that we are imperfect reasoners.

Deliberation is a messier thing that the philosophical literature some-

times makes it seem. \Ve might think that we have come to a good con-

clusion about our considered judgments and values, but we can be wrong
about them, lVe can also be self-deceived or unduly influenced by other
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believe was authentic. Up until the incident, I had no reason to imagine
that I would be terror-stricken at the sight of a mouse in my kitchen and
no reason to think of myself as a person who might be afraid of mice.
My feelings of fear have made me doubt some of the self-knowledge or
self-clarity that I thought I had obtained.

If we accept that emotions can reveal things to us about ourselves and
that they might be more revealing than our considered judgments, then
alienated emotions could be telling the truth about who we are. This
is what can make them upsetting or disturbing. \X/hen people develop
romantic feelings for someone other than their partners, when they
respond with a sudden burst of rage or crueltS when they react with
disgust toward someone they thought they cared about, these are all
possible examples of emotional alienation. Alienated emotions are the
ones that haunt us-the ones that make us doubt that we actually know
ourselves as well as we thought. These moments of self-doubt should not
be dismissed or ignored just because it is a strong emotional response
that occasions them. I think we ought to take experiences of emotional
self-alienation seriously when we arc trying to gain self-knowledge.
\When you have an emotion that is shocking or surprising to you, you
ought to take it as a call to engage in self-examination rather than dis-
miss the feeling as an aberration. Sometimes feelings are just feelings,
but sometimes they are more. There is no a priori way to know which is
which unless we engage in self-interpretation.

My claim here is essentially a normative one. That is, we can be bet-
ter and worse at our quest for self-knowledge, and if we want to do it
well, we ought not dismiss our alienated emotions. Alienated emotions
help highlight the challenge we face in engaging in self-interpretation
well. Self-interpretation about alienated emotions can be particularly
fraught because of the way the emotions conflict with our self-image.2s

By "self-image" here, I just mean the way that I understand myself. A
self-image can be more and less stable, and it can be revised over time.
I can also get my self-image wrong: I can be incorrect or deceived about
who I am. Alienated emotions surprise or confuse us because they seem

to conflict with who we think we are.26 Prior to the kitchen incident, I
understood myself as someone who was fond of (and decidedly not scared
of) mice. My fear response thus felt alienated. Not only did I have the
self-image of someone who was not afraid of mice, but I also had become
inuested in that self-image. 'We can invest in our self-images for a num-
ber of different reasons-some flattering and some not-so-flattering. One
of the possible reasons I was invested in my mouse-loving self-image is
because I could safely inoculate myself against the sexist stereotype of
women who are afuaid of mice. Those of us who are members of margin-
alized groups can be overly sensitive to stereotypes-we fear falling into
them and often try to cultivate the opposite in ourselves. I might have
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is related to self-knowledge. Honesty, on my view, is a way to undertake
the project of self-knowledge.33 It is a commitment we make to try to see
ourselves as we are and not how we want ourselves to be. Honesty requires
an openness to all the parts of ourselves, including the not-so-flattering,
quirky, dark, and obscure parts. Being honest means that we accept the
limitations of our self-knowledge without giving up on rhe project.

Honesty as a guiding value has advantages over both accuracy and
coherence. First, honesty is compatible with self-opacity. X7e can be con-
fused, deceived, and surprised by ourselves, which can make accurate
self-knowledge hard to come by. Taylor and Moran point out that there
is a special relationship between our emotions and our sense of, aware-
ness of, and evaluations of them.3a The fact thatl realize that I am angry
has the potential to change my feelings of anger-it can weaken them,
strengthen them, or cast them in a new light. As I mentioned eadier,
my terror in the kitchen incident has made me re-evaluate my sense of
myself, my other fears, and my memories of past events. Because of the
way our inner menral life is layered on rop of itself, there may be depths
of our psychology that we cannot plumb. Honesty simply requires ihat
we acknowledge this, which means that we cannor simply dismiss with-
out further reflection responses that seem shocking or surprising to trs.'we 

also have to be honest about the obstacles to self-lcnowledge that we
put in our own way. For example, because I am sensitive to the feminine
stereotype of women who are scared of mice, I may cling a bit too hard to
my self-image as someone who breaks that stereotype, I may be loath to
question it or let it go, even when my emotional responses go against it.

Honesty also works better than coherence. It allows space for emo-
tional conflict and ambivalence. We occupy, as Amelie Rorty puts it, ,,a

wide variety of modes of life," not all of which move seamlessly together
(2070, 427). Too much focus on coherence and reseilving conflicts may
make us insensitive to bits of self-knowledge that present themselves only
when things are not in harmony. Feeling conflicted about something is
sometimes a way of acknowledging that we are faced with two important
and competing values. Resolving our feelings too quickly mightlequire
that we falsely downplay one of rhe values.35 Honesty also helps resolve
some of the worries about self-deception in coherence, Using honesty to
guide self-knowledge would make us less prone to rationalizing away
our alienated emotions. In rny own case, the more honest answer to the
question "am I afraid of mice?" might be "I feel conflicted about them."
I might feel some practical pressure to resolve this conflict so that I can,
for example, avoid situations where there will be mice. But, in terms
of self-knowledge, it may be more honest for me to simply accept my
ambivalent feelings. Honesty also does not require that we ensure our
selfhood story is always unified. Instead, we ought to see our stories as
open-ended and possibly changing direction. Because we are at times
opaque to ourselves, there is an ineliminable element of discovery in the
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of the following claims: that the self is essentially narrative in structure
(that having or making a self is to tell a story) and that we ought to
(construed broadly) engage in story-telling so that we have or maintain a

sense of self. The first claim is ontological and the second is normative.
I cannot argue against these claims here, but I think strong versions of
both are implausible,2s I would deny, as Dan Zahavi writes, that "the
self is a narratively constructed entity and that euery access to self and
other are mediated by narratives" (2007, 184). The primary worry I
want to raise here is against the normative claim-th at we should try to
tell a story about who we are and aim at coherence.

There are, I think, two ways to understand coherence, one of which I
do not want to argue against. As I mentioned earlier, I agree that human
beings are.sense-making creatures who try to understand themselves as

they live in the world, so to this extent, we are guided by some notion
of coherence. The stronger understanding of coherence is that we ought
to (as an ethical matter) aim at a kind of "narrative unity" of ourselves
and otrr lives (Rudd 2009, 67), This form of coherence is not only more
substantive, I take it, but it also has no built-in defense against self-de-
ception. Let me be clear that my objection here is not to narrativity in
general: I do not mean to suggest that narrativity is inherently unrelia-
ble, motivated, or selective.2e Rather, the tr:ouble is that the imperative
that you organize your life into a narrative does not automatically mean
that you will construct that narrative well. The idea that I ought to be
able to tell a unified or coherent story about who I am does not preveRt
me from telling an inaccurate, self-aggrandizing story. A self-deceptive
story is still a coherent story. In order to address this worry, narrativists
have argued that there is some robust relationship between self-narrative
and the good.30 This argument is meant to ward off the possibility o.f

someone living a unified narrative that is also a bad one-a supervillain
might have narrative unity of self and yet be vicious.3l

But my concern is different: if we are supposed to aim at coherence,
there is no built-in guidance for wliat to do with parts of ourselves that
contradict that narrative. Until the kitchen incident, I had a narrative
unity of myself els someone who was not squeamish about rodents. My
terror in the kitehen disrupts that narrative. If I am aiming at coherence,
what is to stop me from simply dismissing that response as an aberration
and jettisoning it from my story? This is especially tempting in my case
because I had perfectly good non-deceptive reasons for constructing my
narrative as I diel anel I do not want to think of myself as someone who is
squeamish about rodents. Taking coherence as my guide would, I think,
push me towarel explaining away my shocking or surprising reactions
rather than taking them seriously.

For this reason, I want to propose that one of our guiding values in the
quest for self-knowledge ought to be honesty.32 Xfe are used to thinking of
honesty in the context of speech and the context of virtue, but less so as it
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23. Xfindsor (2019) argues for a claim like this abour the uncanny, although he
maintains that we find the uncanny threatening in some way.

24, See Lamb (1987) and Price (2006) tor helpful discussions. Both Lamb and
Price distinguish objectless emotions from moods. Although moods are also
objectless, there can also be, as Lamb puts it, "emotion-instances" that are
objectless (1987,708). For example, I can not only be in an anxious mood,
but I can also experience a sudden nameless dread,

25. See Bortolan in this volume.
26. This is true even when the emotion is authentic and our seif-image is deceived.

Suppose, for example, that I am convinced I am not the sort of person who
dates musicians, and yet I find myself attracted to a guitar player. My attrac-
tion can be authentic, but if it conflicts with how I see myself, I will experi-
ence it as alienated.

27. As Moran points out, even when we are trying to identify what we feel (and
so, in some sense "get the facts"), taking a purely theoretical interest in your
emotions alienates you from them (1988, t41-I42).

28. The classic arguments against narrativity obviously come from Strawson
(2004).

29, I'm drawing on Strawson's discussion of "revision" here (2004, 442445).
30. Taylor (1989,5I-52) and Rudd (2009,69).
31 . Rudd interprets the concern this way (2009 , 69-71) ,

32. I dont mean to suggest that honesty should be our only guiding value.
33. My thinking about honesty is drawing on the work of Montaigne and

Nietzsche. For a good reconstruction of Nietzsche on honesty, see Harper
(2015). For secondary literature on Montaigne, see Shklar (1984, chap 5)
and Bakewell (2011).

34. Moran (1988) and Taylor (1985). They casl, this relationship out in different
ways.

35. Coates (2017) makes this argument,
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project of self-knowledge. If we are honest, we will take those discov-
eries as they come and explore them without worrying too much about
how they fit into the story we've already written.

Am I afraid of mice? I do not know, but settling the question is less

important to me than being honest about it, Alienated emotions can
still tell us about ourselves even when we do not recognize ourselves in
them. Self-knowledge involves, as Solomon puts it, an "ongoing emo-

tional-reflective process" where our emotional responses and our sense

of ourselves develop and change together (2007,265).

Notes

1. I constrircted this term by rephrasing Szanto's term "emotional self-aliena-
tion" (2017 ,262). His use of the term is different from the way I am using it
in this chapter.

2. For an overview of this literature, see Crone (2020).
3. For a small sample of literature that argues this, see Stocker (1996), Smith

(2005), Solomon (199 3,2007),Baier (2010), Helm (2001) and his chapter in
this volume.

4. Stocker (1,996, 56-57).
5. Solomon 11993,1.25-127) and Smith (2005,249:250).
6. Confucius (2003) and Aristotle (2002). Compare with the classical Indian

views from MacKenzie's chapter in this volume.
7. Itake the term "flow" from Wolf 20L5,357.
8. For just a sample of that literature, see Greenspan (1988), Mele (1989)'

D'Arms and Jacobson (2003), Raikke (2005), Brady (2009), Benbaji (2013)'
Doring (2015), and Helm (2015).

9, I am borrowing this term from Taylor (1985), Solomon (2007), and Smith
(200s).

10. The literature I am drawing on here is primarily from Kant scholarship on
moral self-knowledge, known as the "Opacity Thesis." See' for example,
\ilare (2009).

1 1. Confabulation is primarily discussed in literature having to do with straight-
forward ascriptions of mental states. See Scaife (2014) for a helpful overview.

12. The literature on seif-deception is enormous. See Vendrell Ferran's chapter in
this volume.

t3. Solomon has a helpful chapter on this (2003, Chapter 8).
14. These experiments are described in Barrett (2017,4-g).
15, For a t.ule* of some of the seminal papers in this literature and critiques of

them, see Soiomon (2003, 722-1'24).
16. This example comes from Goleman (1995,6)'
1"7. Thatview is spelled out in a number of papers, see Smith (2004' 2005' 2008).
18. For critiques of her att.-pt, see Fischer andTognazzi (2009) and Shoemaker

(201.1.).

19, This section is drawing on work I have done in another paper, see Thomason
(2022).

20. I have argued elscwhere for this' see Thomason (2018,87-94).
21. Thomason (2022).
22, For discussions of fit, correctness conditions, and formal objects, see D'Arms

and Jacobson (2000).
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