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CONSIDER a typical fear episode. You are strolling down a lonely mountain lane
when suddenly a huge wolfleaps towards you. A number of different interconnected
elements are involved in the fear you experience. First, there is the visual and
auditory perception of the wild animal and its movements. In addition, it is likely
that, given what you see, you may implicitly and inarticulately appraise the situation
as acutely threatening. Then, there are a number of physiological changes, involving
a variety of systems controlled by the autonomic nervous system. Your he art races,
your breathing becomes strained, and you start trembling. These changes are
accompanied by an expression of fear on your face: your mouth opens and your
eyes widen while you stare at the wolf. There is also a kind of experience that you
undergo. You are likely to feel a sort of pang, something that might consist in the
perception of the physiological changes you are going through. Moreover, a number

A first version of this chapter has been presented at the workshop La Peur. Épistémologie, Éthique et
Politique, Paris 2007, organized by Bertrand Guillarme and Ruwen Ogien, whom l would like to thank.
For discussions, l am grateful to Frédéric Bouchard, Luc Faucher, Bertrand Guillarme, Daniel Laurier,
Vanessa Nurock, Ruwen Ogien, Cass Sunstein, and especially Ronnie de Sousa and Peter Goldie,
whose comments greatly helped me to improve the chapter.
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of thoughts are likely to cross your mind. You might think that the wild beast is
about to tear you to pieces and that you'll never escape from this. In addition to this,
your attention focuses on the wolf and its movement, as weIl as, possibly, ways of
escaping or defending yourself. Last, but not least, your fear is likely to come with a
motivation, such as an urge to run away or to strike back.
Whatever the details of the story, it is dear that a typical emotion episode
involves a number of different components. Roughly, these components are (a) a
sensory perception or more generally an informational component, (b) a kind of
appraisal, (c) physiological changes, (d) cons cio us feelings, (e) cognitive and
attention al processes, and (f) an action-tendency or more generally a motivational component. One central question in the theory of emotion is which, if
any, of these components, constitute the emotion. For instance, is the fear you
undergo a feeling, a thought, or an action-tendency? Or else, do es it involve several
or maybe aIl of the components on the list? What can we subtract without losing
the emotion of fear? ln other words, the question is what, if any, components are
essential to fear. More generaIly, emotion theorists have tried to determine what, if
any, are the essential components of emotions, regardless of the kind of emotion
under consideration.
As is shown by the example of fear, it is natural to think that emotions are
intimately related to motivation and action. The question 1am interested in concerns
the motivational component of emotions. What exactly is its nature? Is it a behavioural disposition? Is it a desire? Is such a motivational component necessarily
present? And what is its relation with the other components of emotions?
These questions are dosely related to the question of the rationality of emotions.
Emotions have traditionally been considered as a threat to rationality, whether
theoretical or practical. Our angers, envies, and fears have been accused of interfering with proper reasoning, to favour irrational behaviour, and to elicit immoral
actions. Following the works of Ronald de Sousa and Antonio Damasio, a new
consensus has established itself among emotion theorists, be they philosophers,
psychologists, or neurologists.1 Most theorists now daim that, far from constituting an obstade to rationality and morality, emotions are both necessary to the
proper functioning of theoretical and practical rationality, and essential to moral
action. In brief, emotions would allow us to think and act more appropriately, both
from the point of view of prudence and ethics. 2
The question is whether or not the proposed revalorization of emotions is
plausible. Clearly, sorne kinds of emotions, such as anger, envy, or fear, do not

See de Sousa
(Jones 2008).
1

(1987) and Damasio (1994). Karen Jones speaks of a new pro-emotion consensus

2 There are notable voices of dissidence to this consensus, such as Jon Elster (1999). Interestingly,
the pro-emotion consensus also fails to be widely accepted by laymen, who seem much more
ambivalent with respect to emotions.
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easily fit such a rosy picture. These emotions often seem to trigger actions that
fail to promote our self-interest, to say the least. And even when such actions
happen to be in our best interest, they have little to boast about, morally speaking.
Consider fear again. Insofar as this emotion seems to come with innate behavioural
dispositions, which are automatically triggered by stimuli that constituted a threat
to our ancestors but not for us, and which result in a narrow range of behaviours,
one can doubt that fear can help us to act appropriately in the actual world.
Moreover, it seems rather hopeless to daim that actions motivated by fear are
morally admirable. The motivations that are involved in fear seem dearly selfinterested. Thus, it would seem that it is at best by favouring behaviours that
conform to what morality requires that fear, and in particular fear of punishment
and of blame, can play a role in moral motivation. Fear thus appears to resist the
current revalorization of emotions. And much the same could be said of emotions
such as anger or envy, for instance.
The picture of emotions presupposed in these considerations is one that involves
two theses. First, the thesis of motivational modularity, according to which emotional motivations are rigid and innate behavioural dispositions. Second, the thesis
of motivational egoism, which daims that emotional motivations aim at the interest
of the organism that experiences the emotion. Both theses can be questioned; or so
1 shall argue.
Note that instead of considering emotions in general 1 shall mainly concentrate
on the motivational component of fear. 3 Fear is dearly a good candidate for both
the thesis of motivational modularity and that of motivational egoism. My aim is
to show that these two theses are problematic, even when applied to fear. As far as
1 can see, it is methodologically preferable to be prudent when making daims
about emotions in general. It is likely that the relation to motivation can be tighter
or looser depending on the kind of emotion. Thus, joy, hope, and awe seem to have
a much looser relation to motivation, compared with other kinds, such as fear and
anger.
My plan is the following. 1 start with sorne general points about fear. After that,
1 spell out and discuss the thesis of motivational modularity. We will see that, even
though that thesis is plausible in cases of non-human fear, this is not so for hum an
fear. This is why 1 turn to the daim that fear cornes with sorne specific des ire
instead. In the last section, 1 discuss the thesis of motivational egoism. 1 argue that
when we experience fear for someone else, the motivation involved is exactly as
altruistic as when we feel compassion for that person.
3 This is not to deny that many if not ail emotional dispositions normally come in structured
networks, which correspond to concerns or cares. To care for someone is to be disposed to a range of
emotions that depend on how that person fares: fear if we think that things will go badly for her,
happiness if we think that they will go weil, hope if we think that there is a fair chance that they will
improve, etc. See Shoemaker (2003), as weil as Nussbaum (2001); Prinz (2004, pp. 188 ff.) and Helm
(this volume).
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14·1 FEAR AND THE PERCEPTION
OF THE FEARSOME
................................................................................................................

Eve~ if you restrict yourself to occurrent emotions, that is, episodes of emotions
t~at are ~xperienced at a certain time bya certain person, it is striking that there is a
wlde vanety of terms related to fear. 4 This suggests that there are different kinds of
f~ar. Prima facie, i~ see~s we can distinguish between anxiety, anguish, apprehenSIOn, worry, ph ObI a, fnght, terror, panic, not to mention megatu of the Ifaluk
people, an emotion which seems to be very dose to our fear, but which is positively
valued, as those who experience it are proud of themselves. 5 In addition to this we
o~en distinguish between fears on the basis of their objects: we speak of fea~ of
helghts, agoraphobia, arachnophobia, flying-phobia, etc., while the Chinese have a
term for fear of the cold: pa-leng.6
. What aIl these kinds of fear share, 1 propose, is that they are related to what
lS fea:someJ Indeed, ~he daim that fear and the fearsome are intimately related is
certamly a good candIdate for being a conceptual truth. More specificaIly, as many
would a~ree, the object of fear appears to be represented as fearsome. According to
~ome, thlS means that fear consists in or at least necessarily involves the evaluative
Judgement that something is fearsome. 8 However, there is reason to think that the
re~resentatio~ in question is not a judgement or more generally a propositional
attitude, that lS, astate that requires the possession of concepts. 9 For one thing, fear
can be experienced by beings that do not seem to possess concepts, such as animaIs
and new-borns.l° Another reason is that we often experience so-called recalcitrant
fears: we can fear something even though we also judge that it is not fearsome.

4 For the concept of occurrent emotion, see Lyons (1980), pp. 53-7. Another useful distinction to
be made is between 10ng~lived emotional states, such as Marcel's jealousy for Albertine, to borrow an
example ~rom Peter GoldIe (2000), an? shorter emotional episodes, such as the disgust you experience
when seemg. a rotten ~orpse. Both phIlosophers and psychologists have in general concentrated on
such short-hved emotlOns and l will follow their lead.
5 See Lutz (1988), ch. 7; Roberts (2003), pp. 197-8.

6 Th~nks to Ji~gsong Ma for information on this emotion. According her, it is not dear that
pa-Ieng .IS a morbld fear of the cold, associated with a yin/yan imbalance (but see Prinz 200 4, p. 135
and Klemman 1980).
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If one assumes that fear involves a judgement about fearsomeness, one would have
to attribute contradictory judgements to the person who experiences the emotion.
But whatever irrationality is involved in recalcitrance, it seems to be a less acute
species than what is involved in contradictory judgements.l l To account for
recalcitrance, one might suggest that the propositional attitude in question is one
that fails to involve a commitment to the truth of the proposition. Thus, it has been
daimed that fear involves construing things or seeing things as fearsome, something that is perfectly compatible with the conviction that the thing in question is
not fearsome. 12 The problem, however, is that construing or seeing something as
fearsome would not explain why, when we experience fear, we are nonetheless
tempted to avoid what we fear. IfI construe or see a doud as a horse, 1 am not likely
to be tempted to try to ride it.
Does this entail that fear does not involve any evaluative representation? If so, we
would have to explain why we are prone to assess our emotions with respect to how
they appear to fit evaluative facts. We criticize our fears when they are about
things that are not fearsome, for instance. Fortunately, there is an alternative to
the daim that emotions involve evaluative propositional attitudes. It consists in the
daim that the appraisal involved in fear is a non-propositional representation, or,
what is generally taken to be equivalent, a non-conceptual representation.!3 To fear
something and hence to represent it as threatening, it is not necessary to judge
that it is fearsome. Fear can involve a non-conceptual representation of the thing
as fearsome. This idea is often formulated as the daim that emotions are perceptions of values, where it is understood that the perceptions in question are nonconceptual. 14 On this account, emotions involve a representational content in the
minimal sense that they have correctness conditions. So, they can be assessed in
terms of their fittingness. For example, fear would consist in the perception of
its object as fearsome. Such a perception represents its object correctly when this
object is really fearsome.
Much more would have to be said to spell out and defend the view that emotions
are perceptions of values. Let me simply assume its truth. Now, if it is true that fear
is the perception of something as fearsome, it will also be true that fear is the
perception of something as having a negative value. This follows from the fact that
to be fearsome is to be pro tanto bad. Now, as far as our fears are reliable, they will
inform us about our practical reasons. For nobody would deny that we have

A nice question is whether the so-called formaI object offear is the fearsome (D'Arms and

Jacobso~ 2003), .t~~ threatening (Nussbaum 2001), the dangerous (Prinz 2004), the property ofbeing

an ~verslve posslbihty.(Roberts 200~), or the frightening (de Sousa 1987). Depending on the preferred
optIOn, the formaI obJect of .fear wI.ll be either a relational property of the world or a responsedependent property, somethmg ~hlch can nonetheless be perfectly objective (see Wiggins 1976).
Th~ugh l am not argumg for thls here, l think the latter option is the correct one.
See Solomon (1976) and Nussbaum (2001), for instance.
9 B '
,l
.
y. conce~ts, mean content elements that have to be postulated in order to account for the
mferentIal relatIOns between thoughts. See Evans (1982); Crane (199 2); Tye (2006).
10 See Morreall (1993); Deigh (1994).

See Rorty (1978); Greenspan (1988); Deigh (1994); D'Arms and Jacobson (2003).
See Roberts (2003); and also Greenspan (1988) for the daim that emotions involve evaluative
thoughts.
13 See Tappolet (2000, ch. 6) and Tappolet (forthcoming); Tye (2006, pp. 13-14).
14 Perceptual accounts of emotions are defended by Meinong (1917); de Sousa (1987), (2002);
Tappolet (1995), (2000), (forthcoming); Charland (1996); Stocker and Hegeman (1996); Johnston
(2001); Prinz (2004), (2008); and Deonna (2006).
Il
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pro tanto reason to avoid what is fearsome.l 5 Thus, fear makes it possible to explain

the action it causes in terms of practical reasons. But even if this gives us a better
idea of how fear relates to action, this story leaves open the question of the relation
between fear and motivation. In particular, it is neutral with respect to both the
the sis of motivational modularity and the thesis of motivational egoism.

14·2 THE THESIS OF MOTIVATIONAL MODULARITY
................................................................................................................

When one thinks of the behaviour of the alpine marmot that has seen an eagle
cirding in the sky, or of that of the hare when a fox chases it, it seems plausible that
fear cornes with rigid behavioural dispositions, such as the disposition to flee or to
freeze. Such dispositions seem to have the following characteristics:
(a) they are innate, in the sense that they are causally facilitated by our genes;16
(b) they are triggered by a narrow range of stimuli, such as the perception of a
predator; 17
(c) their manifestation is rapid and automatÏc, and it do es not require the intervention of thought or decision;
(d) they result in a small number of specific behaviours, such as flight or freeze.
A motivational mechanism underlying such reactions can be characterized as
modular, for it shares important traits with modular systems as described by
Jerry Fodor (19 83). Fodor defines modules as information processing systems
that are (a) domain-specific, their responses being restricted to a specific dass of
stimuli, (b) mandatory rather than subject to the will, (c) opaque, in the sense that
central cognitive processes have no access to the representations contained in the
modules, (d) fast, (e) informationaIly encapsulated, in the sense that, in the
processing of information, the systems' access to beliefs, desires, and utilities is
restricted, (f) producing superficial outputs, which are framed in basic categories,
(g) having a fixed neural architecture, and (h) corresponding to specifie breakdown
patterns. lB Now, on the account under consideration, the motivations related to

15 This is particularly obvious if one assumes with de Sousa (1987) that the proper object of fear
supervenes on dangerousness.
16 As Prinz notes, this does not exdude that dispositions' development depends in part on the
social and natural environment. As Mineka et al. (1984) note, the Rhesus monkeys' disposition to fear
snakes arises only when they see other monkeys manifesting fear when confronted with snakes (see
Prinz 2004, p. 104).
17 To make room for the fact that most beings can learn to fear new kinds of things, one would need
to add that this daim only concerns what we fear without conditioning.
18 For more details and for other concepts of modularity, see Faucher and Tappolet (2008).

EMOTION, MOTIVATION, AND ACTION: THE CASE OF FEAR

33 1

fear manifest do main specificity, the reactions being restricted to the specific range
of stimuli that are constituted by the fearsome. They are also characterized by being
mandatory, by rapidity, as weIl as independence from higher cognitive systems, and
innateness. So, it would seem that the mechanism that underlies fear reactions,
though being an output rather than an input system, is modular.
In one form or another, the thesis of motivational modularity is widespread.
First, many have insisted that fear cornes with a limited number of motivations. For
instance, Nico Frijda, who holds that emotions are in fact what he caIls 'actiontendencies', daims that the action-tendency that characterizes fear is avoidance
(1986, p. 88). In a similar way, Jon Elster suggests that '[f]ear has two action
tendencies: fight or flight' (1999, p. 282).19 Leda Cosmides and John Tooby have
the same general conception, but they add two other types of motivation. They
daim that fear, and more specificaIly the fear of being stalked, involves a range of
fixed behaviours:
Behavioral decision mIes are activated. Depending on the nature of the potential threat,
different courses of action will be potentiated: hiding, flight, self-defense, or even tonic
immobility [ ... J. Sorne of these responses may be experienced as automatic and involuntary. (2000, p. 94)

The daim that such reactions are modular is explicitly made by Paul Griffiths
(1997). Griffiths is interested in the evolutionary benefits of the modularity of
emotions in general, but there is no doubt that he would be happy to make the
same daim about fear and its related reactions:

[ ... 1the modularity of our emotional responses can be seen as a mechanism for saving us
from our own intelligence by rapidly and involuntarily initiating essential behaviors.
If central cognitive processes conform more or less closely to rational decision theory and
implement plans designed to maximize expected outcomes, there may be evolutionary
advantages in retaining more cautious and conservative mechanisms to handle certain vital
responses. (1997, p. 95)
One point that speaks in favour of such an account is, given the changes that our
environment has undergone since the period in which our emotional capacities
became innate, the modularity of such me chanis ms would nicely explain why our
actual fears often result in inadequate behaviour. A great many of the threats we
face in our contemporary world have little to do with the threats encountered by
our hunter-gatherer ancestor of the Pleistocene (or of even more distant periods,
depending on the evolutionary story one favours), and the behaviours that were
adequate to meet those dangers are also quite different. Flight or freeze when
confronted with nudear weapons or global warming, say, is not particularly weIl
adapted.
19 Note, however, that later on Elster daims that emotions felt with respect to fiction lack
behavioural tendencies (1999, p. 293).
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To have a better understanding of what the account under consideration entails,
it will be useful. to say a bit more about animal fear. 20 Interestingly, there are many
more fear reactlOns than philosophers usually suppose. In addition to the three 'fs'
of flig~t, fight, and freeze commonly acknowledged, there is tonic immobility,
a reactlOn that by contrast to the other on es involves a slowing down of cardiac
activity and respiration, as weIl as a decrease in bodily temperature, and which
results in a paralysis that is dose to death, apart from the fact that consciousness is
maintained. This kind of reaction, which is manifested once a predator has seized
its prey, is quite frequent in the non-human animaIs. It has been observed
in chicken, falcons, geese, ducks, mice, as weIl as, in a slightly different form, in
~nakes, fishes, crickets, water beetle, crabs, and spiders. Given that predators are
m general only interested in live preys, tonic immobility often allows the prey to
escape. Two other kinds of behaviour are common. The first one consists in
adopting a protective position, such as the hedgehog that rolls into a baIl. The
other is simply to hide. To escape from their predators, sorne small mammals, the
~undra voles, even ~o to the extent of digging their own holes in order to disappear
mto the ground. FmaIly, fear behaviour is often associated with expressive movements, sounds and odours-one can think of the skunk and the nauseous scents it
produces when threatened.
In addition to this variety of fear behaviours, it is important to understand that
there is a certain amount of flexibility even when one considers individuals of the
sa~e species. A marmot will freeze and whistle when its sees an eagle cirding high
~p m t~e sky. When the eagle cornes doser, it will run away in flight, try to hi de in
Its terner, fight back, and finally fall into tonic immobility when its gets caught.
A~ the example shows, a crucial factor here is distance with respect to the fear
stlmulus. The nature of the stimulus also makes a difference. Experiments with rats
s~ow that a :riolent elect~ic s~ock re~ults in flig~t, while shocks of milder intensity
tngger freezmg. The ammal s prevlOUS behavlOur also makes a difference. The
reaction of a chick to the same kind of stimuli (a bright light) differs depending on
whether the chick stands still or moves around to pick up corn. In the latter case,
the chick most often starts running and shrieking, while in the former case, it
usually freezes. Moreover, studies suggest that hormones influence fear behaviour.
Chickens that have received a testosterone injection have a stronger tendency to
freeze, while those that did not receive the injection tended to run away. FinaIly, it
wo~l~ seem tha.t gender plays a role. Female rats tend to react with active dangeraVOldmg behavlOur, which involve running and jumping, while male rats more
often have the tendency to stop moving and to defecate. In his survey, John Archer
summarizes the role of the different factors as follows: 'There is sorne evidence
[ ... ] that the type of fear responses an animal shows depends on its immediately

20

See Archer (1979) for a fascinating study of fear behaviours in animais.

preceding behaviour, its long-term internaI state (e.g. its sex hormones make-up)
and on the nature of the particular fear-evoking stimulus (e.g. on properties such
as intensity and location)' (1979, p. 83)·
Given the variety and the flexibility of danger-related behaviour, one might think
that the thesis of motivational modularity is in trouble. However, there are two
strategies to counter this worry. The first one consists in the suggestion that there are
different kinds of fears, which are each related to fixedbehavioural dispositions.
The second one stresses the importance of contextual factors. Fear would involve
the complex disposition to freeze when the predator is far away, to flee when the
predator cornes doser, to fight back when the predator is even doser, etc.
A number of authors have suggested that different kinds of fear are related to
different kinds of motivation. According to Jaak Panksepp (2000, pp. 147-9),
anxiety and panic depend on different neuronal mechanisms. One migh~ thus
expect that they also differ with respect to motivation. In a similar way, RIChard
Lazarus (199 1, p. 122) distinguishes between anxiety and fright. Anxiety would
correspond to an uncertain existential threat, whereas fright involves the appraisal
that one faces an immediate and concrete physical danger. Again, this suggests that
the motivation of anxiety and fright differ. According to Jesse Prinz (2004, pp. 15 2-3),
who refers to Jeffrey Gray's work (1987), there are two main kinds offears: anxiety
and panic (or fright). Anxiety would usually come with freeze and would be caused
by neutral stimuli, such as the ringing of a bell, and conditioning, by associating it
with a painful stimulus. It would correspond to a coming danger instead of an
immediate danger. Panic, by contrast, would be caused by a painful stimulus and
would correspond to flight or else fight, when flight is not possible. There thus
seems to be sorne agreement that two main kinds of fear have to be distinguished:
anxiety and fright (or panic). What happens to our marmot, for example, is that it
first experiences anxiety at the sight of the eagle and then fright when the eagle gets
doser. 21
It will be dear that the second strategy is needed even if we distinguish between
different kinds of fear. Contextual factors, such as the possibility for flight, but also
the kind of threat, etc., determine if fright results in flight or fight. In sum, a
convincing version of the thesis of motivational modularity can allow for different
kinds of fear associated with different behavioural dispositions. It also has to make
room for contextual factors. But the advocate of motivational modularity will
insist that even though fear motivation is more complex than it first appeared, the
mechanism underlying those motivations are nonetheless modular.
21 See also Robert Roberts (2 00 3), who distinguishes between fear, anxiety, fright, terror or panic,
horror, and spook and daims that each of these emotions involves a particula~ concern and.hence
cornes with slightly different motivations. Fear, for instance, cornes with the d~Slfe that the obJ~ct, that
is presented as an aversive possibility having a significant degree of proba~ihty, does. not re~hze .
itself (or that its consequences do not come about), whereas fright cornes wlth the deslre that ItS obJect

or its consequences are immediately avoided (20 03, pp. 195-9)·
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No.w, it should ~e dear that the thesis of motivational modularity seems
plau~lbl~ when a~phed to marmots and their likes. The question is whether it
cons~sts III a convIllcing description ofhuman fear. 22 It is dear that we sometimes
mamfest the same kind of. fe~r beha~~ours. It happens that we freeze or run away
out of fear. Moreover, tomc Immoblhty is a quite common reaction when we are
confronte~3with ~c~te dangers, such as an attack by a wild animal or the explosion
of bombs. But It IS not necessary to consult psychological studies to realize that
what we do when we experience fear is more varied than what marmots could ever
dream of. Panic might make you run out of a building on fire, but it can also
get you to caU for help on your mobile phone. Your emotion is likely to influence
the way ~ou perform these actions. If you panic, you are likely to act in a frenzied
and hurned manner. But your panic will not result in specific kinds of behaviour
or actio~. T~is is why many theorists have daimed that the relation between fear
and actIOn IS more distant than what the thesis of motivational modularity
suggests. Fear would involve desires rather than behavioural dispositions.

14·3

THE DESIRE MODEL

................................................................................................................

~ccording to the psychologist Gerald Clore, emotions facilitate action, but emotIons would not involve behavioural tendencies:
[.... J. it is common to aS~UI~e that fear involves behavioral tendencies to escape. But [this
hnk IS J probably more mdlrect than is generally assumed. Such words as 'behav. ,
,
, d' . ,
lor,
,:esp?ns~ ~~ actIOn, even when qualified by such words as 'tendencies', 'readiness' or
mclmatlOn Imply that specifie muscle groups and motor circuits are activated when one is
[ ... J fearful [ ... J. Such [a ~laimJ suggests, rather implausibly, that one's legs are progra~~ed .to run when afrald [ ... J. Of course emotions such as fear do involve a
redlstnbutlOn of blood from the viscera to the large muscle, and such effects would
pr~su~abl~ enable one to engage ~n rapid action or extreme exertion. But such general
actIvatIOn IS not at aIl the same thmg as a specifie action tendency or a motor program.
(1994, pp. 110-11)

Clore distinguishes between what he caUs 'motivational' and 'behavioural'
effects and daims that:

22 l leave aside t?e question of whether or not this account lits animals that are cognitively more
complex, such as big apes.
23 A
d·
.
~~or mg to Suarez and Gallup (1979), more than 50% of rape victims manifest tonic
Immoblhty. See Marks (1987, pp. 68-9), reported by Cosmides and Tooby (2000, p. 113).
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[ ... J the direct effects of emotions are motivational rather than behavioral. One can
achieve more agreement about the likely goals of [ ... J fearful [ ... J persons than about
their likely behaviors. It seems clear, for example, that fear involves a desire to avoid harm or
loss, but not at aIl clear whether achievement of this goal would necessitate selling one's
stocks, listening to the weather report, or running away. Thus, the immediate effects of
emotion may be more mental than behavioral. (1994, p. m)

Tesse Prinz makes a similar suggestion. Prinz distinguishes between what he caUs
'motivations', that is, dispositions that move us to action, or action-commands, and
what he caUs 'motives'. By contrast with motivations, motives give us reasons for
action. According to Prinz, '[ ... 1 emotions are motives. On can even describe
emotions as motivating, because they drive us to select courses of action. In other
words, emotions lead to motivations. But they are not to be identified with motivations' (2004, p. 194).24 Like Clore, Prinz suggests that emotions facilitate action. The
physiological changes and the positive or negative valence of emotions prepare us for
action and increase the probability that certain type of actions, such as revenge when
we are angry, are performed. But just like Clore, Prinz denies that emotions determine
specific behaviour or action. What is needed for emotion to result in action is that the
agent deliberates and chooses. Thus, fear would give the agent a reason to flee or fight,
but even if fear increases the probability of and facilitates such behaviour, fear would
not be constituted by a disposition to flee or fight .
Although there are sorne differences between the accounts proposed by Clore
and by Prinz, they suggest a conception according to which fear involves a des ire,
understood as astate that influences the agent's deliberation by setting a goal. More
precisely, what could be caUed the desire model involves the foUowing features:
(a) given its physiological underpinnings, fear facilitates but do es not necessitate
certain types of actions;
(b) fear involves a desire that sets a goal, such as the avoidance of a specific harm
or loss, and if it results in action, it does so only on the basis of the agent's
deliberation. 25
Now, this certainly seems to be a quite plausible conception of the motivational
impact of human fear. It allows for the huge variety of actions that we perform
when we experience fear by finding a place for emotion in rational deliberation.
But given its stress on the physiological underpinnings of fear, it also makes room
for the a-rational influence of this emotion.
In fact, the physiological component of fear does not only play a facilitating role.
Fear can easily have a hampering effect. Fear of heights can be responsible for the
shaky hand of the unexperienced alpinist, thereby colouring his actions whether
24 Cf. Helm (this volume) rejects Prinz' general framework, but nonetheless seems to agree with
him on this point when he daims that emotions motivate action as a motive.
25 Alternatively, we might say that it is the emotion itself which sets a goal. The emotion would
have to be considered to partly be a desire.
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these are motivated by fear or not. So, we need to add a clause specifying this other
a-rational influence:
(c) fear colours the action of the agent.
Another point that needs to be added to this picture is that emotions have
a fur~her and very powerful way to have an a-rational influence on what we do.
~s ha~ been pointed out by philosophers, neurologists, and psychologists, emotlons mfluence attention. 26 As Ronald de Sousa, writes, an emotion '[ ... ]limits
the range of information that the organism will take into account, the inferences
a~tually dra,wn from a potential infinity, and the set oflive options among which it
wIll c?oose (1987,.p. 195) .. Though there is reason to think that different types of
e~otlOns have a dlfferent Impact on attention-positive emotions are thought to
w1den and not to narrow our attentional focus 27-it is certainly plausible to claim
that fear narrows the focus of attention. Although this influence is a-rational, it
would be.a mistake to infer that it necessarily leads to irrationality. Quite to the
contrary, lt often makes it possible for the agent to focus on what is important. As
de Sousa ~nd~rlines, emotions thus allow us to supply to the insufficiency of
reason, Wh1Ch 1S unable to determine what we ought to attend to. According to
de Sousa, emotions' role is to make up for the shortcomings of reason. Emotions
would be '[ ... ] one of Nature's ways of dealing with the philosopher's frame
problem' (1987, p. 195). Thanks to fear, we are able to avoid the sad destiny of the
robot that kept analysing infinitely many irrelevant data instead of running away
from a ticking bomb. 28 ln any case, we need to add a further clause to our list:
(d) fear influences what we do by narrowing the agent's attentional focus.
A further point that has to be taken into account is that even though what we do
when we ex~erie~ce ~ear. often de~ends on our means-end beliefs, it also happens
t~at we mamfest mstmctlve behavlOur. As 1 have noted, it happens that we instinctlvely freeze or ~lse fall into tonic immobility. It would be clearly abusive to suggest
that these reactlOns are the result of sorne quick deliberation. Of course, we would
be hard pressed to explain why sorne frightened people freeze, say, while others do
not, but what is clear is that both possibilities exist. It would seem that we aIl have a
tendency to manifest .such re~cti~ns, but sorne of us are better at controlling
ourselves. In any case, lt seems JUStlfied to add the following clause to our list:
(e) even human fear can result in reactions that depend on modular behavioural
dispositions.
Now, what should we think of the desire model? The question that has to be asked
to assess this model is whether or not fear necessarily involves a desire that sets a
26 See de Sousa (1987); Damasio (1994); Wells and Matthew (1994); for a survey, see Faucher and
Tappolet (2002).
27 See Frederickson (1998).
28 See de Sousa (1987, p. 195).
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goal. According to Sabine Doring, there are cases of fear in which no goal is set:
'[ 0 ]ne's fear may represent it as being dangerous to be so high up ab ove the ground
while one is travelling by plane and better off doing nothing at aIl' (2003, p. 227). But
would it not be more plausible to say that, if you experience fear on this occasion,
your fear involves the desire not to be there, high up above the ground? This desire
gives you a goal, even though there is not much you can reasonably do about ityou certainly do not prefer to jump out the emergency door to quickly get down.
Also, the goal in question might be overruled by sorne other goal of yours, such as
the goal of crossing the ocean to get back home. But are not sorne fears completely
cut off from possible actions? What has to be acknowledged is that fear does not
necessarily come with any concrete goal which could lead to action. You might be
afraid that the financial crisis will end in a meltdown, but have no directly related
goal, for there is strictly nothing you can do to change the course of the events.
Insofar as you desire, or rather as you wish that the financial cri sis will not end in a
meltdown, and thus that you wish to avoid the loss the meltdown would cause,
however, there is something that is the object of a conative state of yours. And this
justifies the ascription of what could be described as a kind of ideal goal. So, the
desire model has to be broadened to include conative states such as wishes. 29
More difficult questions arise from so-called expressive actions. As Rosalind Hursthouse (1991) has pointed out, emotions sometimes get us to do things that are hard to
reconcile with the idea of aiming at a goal. Consider Hursthouse's example of Jane,
whose hatred for Joan gets her to tear at Joan's photograph with her nails and to gouge
holes in the eyes of the picture. Let us suppose that this action is intentional. The
question, then, is what desire and belief could explain it. According to Hursthouse, no
such desire-belief explanation can be given: though intentional, such actions are
a-rational. 30 Now, it certainly seems that Jane wants to tear out the eyes in Joan's
photograph. 31 The problem is that this suggestion do es not account for the quite
obvious relation between the action and the emotion. Why exactly would Jane want to
scratch the eyes out, given that, as we can safely assume, she does not believe that this
will harm Joan in any way? The desire in question does not seem to rationally depend
on the kind of desire that seems involved in hatred, such as a desire to harm and
destroy the person whom one hates. It thus seems that what we have here is the case of
an intentional action, which is motivated by an emotion, but which is not rationally
conducive to any goal set by the emotion. Do we have to reject the desire model, then?
The question is how exactly is Jane's action related to the emotion. It might be
claimed that the emotion only has a causal role in the production of the action. The
des ire to scratch the eyes out would be caused by the hatred. This seems true, but it
certainly appears that the emotion yields more than a causal explanation of the

29

30
31

Thanks to Peter Goldie for suggesting that wishes might be involved.
Diiring concurs (2003).
For such a suggestion, see Smith (1998); Goldie (2000).
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action. Why is it that Jane scratches the eyes out instead of putting the picture into
her pocket or boiling an egg while singing a song? Quite obviously, it is because she
hates Joan. A more plausible suggestion is that sorne innate behavioural disposition
is at work. Of course, scratching out the eyes in photographs cannot in itself be
the manifestation of sorne innate behavioural disposition-our Pleistocene ancestors did not have cameras. But it might well be that the disposition to harm the
object of one's hatred manifests itself in a variety of more or less efficient ways.32
Given the visual similarity between the photograph and the person, harming the
image cornes quite close to harming the real person. That this is so is confirmed by
the fact that looking at the photograph of someone you hate (or you love) often
triggers a vivid experience of ha te (or love).
The suggestion, then, is that so-called expressive actions are explained by the
misfiring of behavioural dispositions. What do es this entail for fear? There
are many ways fear can result in so-called expressive actions. Doring gives the
example of someone clinging tightly to her bag when she experiences fear of flying.
This can plausibly be explained as the misfiring of the disposition to try and grasp
something to hold onto when one is afraid of falling down. 50, expressive actions
can be accounted for by the clause about behavioural dispositions.
A more serious objection to the desire model cornes from the fact that there is
reason to believe that even an emotion like fear cornes without any desires. In one
of the most famous passages of contemporary philosophy, Kendall Walton describes the miseries of Charles:
Charles is watching a horror movie about a terrible green slime. He cringes in his seat as the
slime oozes slowly but relentlessly over the earth, destroying everything in its path. [ ... 1
The slime, picking up speed, oozes on a new course straight towards the viewers. Charles
emits a shriek and clutches desperately at this chair. (1978, p. 5)

As Walton underlines, Charles seems terrorized. Yet, he appears to have no
motivation resulting from this intense fear; he has no inclination to leave the theatre
or to calI the police, for instance. Walton concludes that Charles does not really believe
that there is danger. This is certainly true. However, Walton is wrong to infer that
Charles is not reaily afraid of the slime. As we have seen earlier, there are independent
reasons to think that fear does not require any propositional attitude of that kind. It
thus seems that what we have here is a case ofpurely contemplative fear, which has no
motivational force whatsoever. Of course, it is not accurate to say that Charles does
nothing at ail: he cringes in his seat, shrieks, and clutches at his chair. But these
reactions are just the more or less apt manifestations ofbehavioural dispositions. We
do not need to postulate any desire to explain them. 50, can fear be purely contemplative, in the sense that it does not involve a desire?

As Doring (2003) notes, it is possible that the selection of the action-scratching the eyes out
instead of trampling on the picture, say-might also be influenced by cultural norms.
32
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Now, it might be suggested that had Charles really experienced fear, he would
have run out of the theatre. The absence of motivation would show that Charles
do es not experience real fear. This seems difficult to believe, given that we can easily
imagine that all the other elements of fear are in place: the physiological reaction,
the subjective experience, the behavioural dispositions, etc. More plausibly, one
could claim that Charles in fact has the fear-related desire, but this desire fails to
manifest itself in action. Why would this be so?
One possibility is that Charles has another desire, such as the des ire to watch the
end of the film, which proves stronger. Charles' case would be akin to that of
the bungee-jumper whose fear-related des ire not to jump proves weaker than the
desire to jump. The problem is that the suggestion that there is a conflict of desire,
which could possible require sorne deliberation, do es not seem to fit Charles' case.
Charles seems far from tom between a desire to watch the film and a desire to run
away. Also, one wonders how it could be that Charles' des ire to watch the film
could be stronger than the desire to avoid a horrible death.
Another possibility is that Charles' beliefs interfere with his fear-related desire.
If Charles did not have the conviction that the green slime is just a fiction, and hence
that there is no real danger, he certainly would have tried to escape. But the belief that
he is watching a film prevents the manifestation of the fear-related desire. The
problem is that it seems just as plausible to claim that Charles fails to have the fearrelated desire, given his beliefs. We are asked to suppose that the belief that there is no
danger interferes with the manifestation of the fear-related desire, but we can just as
well suppose that the belief in question interferes with the desire itself. Thus, given the
belief that he is watching a film, it would not be true of Charles that he has escaping
from the slime as a goal. This seems to make more sense than to attribute to Charles
the belief there is no slime plus the desire, and thus the goal, to escape from the slime.
If this is on the right track, we have to allow for cases of contemplative fears: full
fears that do not involve any desire. 50, proposition (b) has to be amended in the
following way:
(b l ) in the absence ofa beliefthat the object of one's fear is a fiction, fear involves a
desire, or more generally a conative state, that sets a specifie or ideal goal, and
if it results in action, it does so only on the basis of the agent's deliberation. 33
But in what sense exactly is the des ire involved: is the desire an essential ingredient
of normal, non-contemplative fear or is it a causal and contingent effect of the
emotion, which happens to be always present?34 Given the cases of contemplative
fears, what is clear is that desires are not essential ingredients of the emotion of fear
as such. This suggests that, even in normal cases, the desire involved is only

33 As Ronnie de Sousa pointed out to me, this could be too narrow: other cÎrcumstances might
have the same effect as the belief that what one fears do es not exist.
34 Thanks to Peter Goldie for raising this question.
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contingently related to the emotion of fear. Let me now turn to the question of
whether or not the motivations of fear are necessarily self-interested.

14.4

1
h

THE THESIS OF MOTIVATIONAL EGOISM

.

1
When the frightened hare runs away from its predator, or when the hedgehog rolls
into a ball, it is in order to try to save its life. When you are frightened by the wolf that
leaps at you, your desire is to avoid what threatens you. Thus, the motivations
involved in fear seem to aim at the well-being of the one who experiences the emotion.
What 1 called the thesis of motivational egoism is not often explicitly mentioned,
but it is very generally assumed. Here are nonetheless a few explicit statements of
this thesis. According to Nico Frijda '[fjear, presumably, motivates actions to
protect oneself from the event that caused it, or to prevent the event from actually
materializing, or to suppress activity until the threat has passed (as in anxious
freezing)' (1994, p. 114). And here is what Jesse Prinz writes: 'An appraisal is a
representation of the relation between an organism and its environment that
bears on well-being. 1 might appraise that the environment presents a physical
danger to me' (2004, p. 51, my italics). It is of course tempting to relate this thesis to
the idea that emotions, or at least sorne kinds of emotions such as basic emotions,
are adaptations. Paul Griffiths, who argues that basic emotions are 'affect programs'
in the sense that such emotions consists in a number of correlated reactions, daims
that '[ a jffect programs are adaptive response to events that have a particular
ecological significance for the organism. The fear response is adapted to dangers
[ ... j' (1997, p. 89). Clearly, Griffiths assumes here that these dangers are dangers for
the person who experiences the fear.
However, it is quite obvious that two kinds of fears have to be distinguished: fear
for oneself and fear for others. 35 As John Morreall daims, a mother who sees her
child disappear un der a huge wave is likely to experience fear for her child.
The fears we feel with respect to fiction are in fact often of that kind. We fear
that Spiderman misses his jump and miserably gets squashed on the ground or that
Anna Karenina attempts to kill herself. Moreover it would be wrong to believe
that fear for others can only be found in human beings. It seems quite dear that
animaIs fear for their offspring as well.
35 See MorreaIl (1993) as weIl as Davis (1987); Nussbaum (2001, p. 28); Roberts (2003), pp. 197 and
201. As Ronnie de Sousa pointed out to me, one can ask whether these are reaIly two variants of the

same emotion instead of two different kinds of emotions. Given that fear for oneself and fear for
others differ only with respect to their motivation, l think we have good reasons to believe that these
are two variants of the same emotion kind.
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It is worth noting that both human and non-human responses to what threatens
offspring can be just as immediate as responses to threats to oneself. Here is how
Hume describes the immediacy of such reactions, which he considers to be central
to humanity and benevolence:
The social virtues of humanity and benevolence exert their influence immediately, by a
direct tendency or instinct, which chiefly keeps in view the simple object, moving the
affections, and comprehends not any scheme or system, nor the consequences resulting
from the concurrence, imitation, or example of others. A parent flies to the relief of his
child; transported by that natural sympathy, which actuates him, and which affords no
leisure to reflect on the sentiments or conduct of the rest of mankind in like circumstances.
(Enquiry, Appendix, III, Paragraph 2, p. 303)36

As Hume notes, fear for others motivates us to help those for whom we feel fear. In
fact, fear for others might be stronger than the fear we feel for ourselves. Here is
how Morreall puts it: 'To the extent that 1 feel fear for others, 1 want to prevent
them from being harmed; in heroic cases 1 may fear for them more than for myself,
and give up my own life to save theirs' (1993, p. 364). It thus seems that we have to
reject the thesis of motivational egoism: someone who is motivated by fear for
someone else acts not for his or her own good, but for the good of this other
person; his or her motivation seems altruistic.
The advocate of the thesis of motivational egoism is likely to remain unconvinced.
Is it so dear that the motivation to help others is altruistic? Is the final end of such a
desire not to promote one's own interest? Psychological egoists are likely to insist that
it is always to help oneself that one tries to help others. 1 am not convinced, but let me
leave this question open and consider instead two less theory-laden arguments.
The first argument starts with the daim that fear is an adaptation. According to
Cosmides and Tooby (2000, p. 92), for instance, the function of fear is to coordinate a number of reactions that help to deal with danger. Fear thus increases the
chances that the organism survives, thereby increasing the probability that it has
lots of offspring, spreading its genes. One might therefore be tempted to condude
that the motivation of fear must be egoistic. But this dearly would be a non
sequitur. Natural selection does not have the same 'aim' as the organism. What
promotes the spreading of your genes has little to do with what is in your interest. It
could well be the case that having motivations that threaten your self-interest
nonetheless promote the survival and spreading of your genes. For instance, it is
certainly quite an advantage from the point of view of genes that you are indined to
sacrifice yourself for your offspring.
More convincingly, it could be argued that it is only insofar as you consider the
well-being of someone else as being your own, i.e. that you identify with this other
person to the extent of not making any difference anymore between your well-

36

Thanks to Peter Goldie for this quote.
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being and his or hers, that you will experience fear for that person. Thus, in helping
this other person, you nonetheless promote your own interest. After aU, the mother
who fears for her child would certainly be devastated if her child drowned.
According to Martha Nussbaum, who explicitly defends this view, aIl emotions
are oriented towards our own flourishing. 37 She allows for fear for those whom we
love, but she daims that the well-being of those for whom we experience fear is
intimately related to our own well-being:

EMOTION, MOTIVATION, AND ACTION: THE CASE OF FEAR

if one takes into account fear for others, what one would have to say is that what
inspires fear for oneself are the events that inspire fear for others when they
threaten others, and pity or compassion when others have been harmed. Thus, if
you accept that pit y or compassion come with altruistic motivations, you must also
accept that fear for others involves altruistic motivations.

l do not go about fearing any and every catastrophe anywhere in the world, nor (so it seems)
do l fear any and every catastrophe that l know to be bad in important ways. What inspires
fear is the thought of damage impending that cut to the heart of my own cherished
relationships and projects. (2001, pp. 30-1)

It is the thought of damage to your relationships and projects that is crucial in the

fear you feel for others. Thus, it would be hard to deny that the motivation that
cornes with this emotion is fundamentally oriented towards you own well-being.
It is certainly true that in most cases it is for our dosest and dearest that we feel
fear. And it is when we become familiar with and start to care for sorne fictional
character that our emotions are engaged. However, it would be a mistake to deny
that we can experience fear for perfect strangers. Imagine that you see sorne stranger
from quite a distance and from the back. When he crosses the street, a truck speeds
around a curve and towards him, threatening to kill him. Quite certainly, you are
likely to experience fear for that person even though he is a stranger, someone you
have never met and are not likely to ever meet. It is of course true that your emotion
shows that you in a sense care for the fate of this persan. Your reaction is a wayof
caring for that person. But of course, the fact that you have this reaction does not
me an that you quickly adopt the stranger as one of your dosest and dearest or that
you consider your own well-being to depend on his well-being. Thus, whatever
motivation you have because of your fear seems to be purely altruistic.
Without assuming the falsehood of psychological egoism, what is likely to be
uncontroversial is that the motivations involved in fear for others are exactly as
other-regarding as the motivations that depend on compassion. Apart from the
temporal factor, the conditions in which we experience fear for others are of
the same kind as the ones in which we experience compassion for that person.
You experience fear for someone when he or she is threatened by something and
compassion when that threat has materialized and he or she is harmed. Con sider
the following statement: 'Speaking generaIly, anything causes us ta feel fear that
when it happens to, or threatens, others causes us to feel pity' (Aristotle, Rhet.,
Book II, ch. V, 1382b). Aristotle was dearly right with respect to fear for oneself. But

37 She writes: '[ ... ] emotions appear to be eudaimonistic, that is, concerned with the person's
flourishing' (2001, p. 30). Nussbaum denies, however, that this entails that ail emotions are egoistic,
for we can include the well-being of someone else into our ends (2001, pp. 53 and 31, note 23).
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14.5

CONCLUSION

Fear do es not fit weIl with the contemporary enthusiasm for emotions. In spite of
this, 1 hope to have shown that fear is better placed than one might have initially
thought. Fear need not come with ill-adapted and rigid behavioural dispositions or
with egoistic motivations. Both the thesis of motivational modularity and the
thesis of motivational egoism are wrong at least in the case of human fear. As
1 have tried to spell out, the relation of fear to action and motivation is complex.
Insofar as emotions are perceptions of values, they can inform us about our
practical reasons, such as the fearsome. Moreover, in addition to a number of
important a-rational influences on motivation, an emotion like fear normally
involves a desire that sets a goal. But as cases of fear for others show, this goal
need not be related to the promotion of one's own well-being and flourishing.
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