CHAPTER 4

1 ntegrity without Apathy?

Stoicism offers a vision of moral integrity uncorrupted
by false emotion—but only by classifying all emotions as
false. The premise which establishes that classification
is not obviously true: it may be that not all beliefs that Z
is significant, where Z is something outside my control,
are therefore erroneous. But if it is not the case that
every emotion must (by definition) be mistaken, then it
is essential to assess all of the other ways in which our
emotions could be amiss. How could we root out those:

passions that (in Nietzsche's words) drag us down with

their stupidity—without doing away with passion alto-
gether?' The critique of apathy as a moral ideal does not
amount to a defense of the opposite strategy. Indiscrimi-
nate emotionalism is no more defensible than indiscrimi-
nate passionlessness: the urgent task, both conceptually
and existentially, is to distinguish within the category of
emotion between those that are acceptable and those

that ought to be rejected. How is it possible to live pas- -
sionately without being a fool? When are we prone to.

have emotions that are confused, obtuse, dispropor-
tionate, inappropriate, self-deceived, sentimental, or

otherwise unsound? To point out the need for these eval- .

uative terms is to turn from the descriptive theory of
what an emotion is to the practical issue of how to be
passionate without being irrational. “Reasonable” .emo-
tion, of course, would not mean emotion which has been
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sanctioned by some other intellectual faculty, but that which is trustworthy in .

itself. The desired end of avoiding flawed emotion might be reached via the
negative way of identifying the flaws that our emotions are likely to contain.
"This, however, will require a critical investigation of our entire moral life.
Because our temporal existence is implicated in our emotional dispositions,
there is little to say about the moment of emotion without a thorough analysis

of the way in which emotions arise in the midst of our being in time. What-

would it take to pursue the ideal of emotional integrity, yet to acknowledge
that not every emotion is false? In grappling with this question we handle what
has been called “the prickliest fruit on the giant cactus of emotion theory,™
for although the Stoics’ fundamental thesis has been found wanting, their
qualified critique of emotion remains cogent. So we are left with two major
questions. How could our emotional dispositions and responses avoid the
kinds of inaccuracy to which they are liable> And, more fundamentally, how
can we be sure that it is not wrong to find significance in the external world>
Stoic philosophy. as Long points out, holds that “from propositions asserting
how things are we can derive propositions concerning what is good,” and this
is because its concept of nature “is first and foremost a normative, evaluative,
or, if you will, a moral principle.” This means that a different view of the
world might lead us to adopt a different moral psychology than the one which
is endorsed by the Stoics. Perhaps it is possible to develop an alternative phi-
losophy that preserves the virtues of Stoicism while denying the idea that ra-
tional understanding must be dispassionate.

Any constructive defense of emotion must not only give an account of
how to judge that something is objectively disappointing; it must also focus
on the subjective expectations that determine what will count as grounds for
disappointment. What is it all right for us to care about? How much unpre-
dictable risk can we accept, how many concerns can we sustain, without
being torn apart? Even if we have refused to adopt the view that nothing is
worth caring about, it is possible and may be morally essential “to distinguish
between things that are worth caring about to one degree or another and
things that are not.™ As we have noted, our caring is not entirely pliable: nev-
ertheless, our emotional dispositions can become more or less articulate, and
to the extent that we are aware of them we have some ability to criticize and
to reconsider, to cultivate some while attempting to eradicate others.

The portrait of a soul that cannot be touched, however, is not going to
be resuscitated in this inquiry. Our litany of the inadequacies of normative
Stoicism has left no uncertainty as to why one contemporary author should
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associate Epictetus with images of deterioration while characterizing detach-
ment and serenity as “vague, almost empty words, except in those moments
when we would have answered by a smile it we had been told we had only a
few minutes to live.”™ On the ather hand, the-Stoic ideal should not give way
to-a-less-exacting one; it rather needs to be replaced by a conception of a self
that-is able to maintain-its integrity even though it is open to emotion.*The
cardinal virtue of our renovated ethics would be nothing less than the readi-
ness-to be always-affected in the right ways, based upon a care for the right:
things.>To possess the reflective foresight to have developed a clear sense of
the nature and extent of one’s cares, along with the concrete insight needed
to comprehend an immediate situation in all of its complexity, would be to
embody an.extraordinary sort of wisdom. It would be to have earned the right
-to-trust-oneself in‘becoming passionate.. The cpistemological picture of a sub-
ject as “rational” o the extent that he has scparated himself from his environ-
ment would then need to be thrown away as a misguided paradigm which
builds a bias against valued ecngagement into the definition of what it is to be
rational; If rationality. means, not being calm, but reasoning accurately, then
emotions could become a form of reliable cognition.

Attaining this ideal would require a commitment to intense self-scrutiny,

and the eradication of all varieties of false belief. To affirm a life in which one.

seeks fulfillment through emotional relationships® is to see the world as, more
than-anything else, .a fabric of attachments= such that, within the human
mind, nothing is more real than the emotional force that establishes those at-

tachments. Allowing our convictions to be formed by love does not amount to

abdicating moral responsibility: it only means that we cannot aim at the psy-

chological impossibility of being the all-powerful creators of ourselves."When-
the:Stoic tells us that 'we ought to revere whatever is best in us, as an expres- -
sion of what is best in the universe at large,” we may agree entirely with the -

appropriateness of that reverence while disputing his identification of ab-
stract practical reason as what is worthy of such an attitude. Epictetus may be
wrong to say that we cannot attend both to externals and to our own gov-
erning principle at the same time.” It could, in fact, be specifically in giving
attention to what is not within our control that we are acting in accordance
with our highest capacity.

The Stoics offer a tenable conception of human dignity, and their pro-
gram for the eradication of passion is based upon a view of the universe which
some have found satisfactory. For such a person, my description of what Stoi-
cism prohibits might be taken as evidence in favor of being a Stoic. But I
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think that its deficiencics are sufficiently troubling to justify an inquiry into
the possibility of an alternative—and that the nonapathetic exemplar of emo-
tional integrity (insofar as we can conccive of such a person) represents a
compelling ideal. Accepting the validity of passionate experience, alfirming
the truth of love in spite of every argument for resisting it, may enable a
person to attain a state just as truthful, yet more admirable and courageous,
than the apathy of the Stoic sage. To suggest what this state of being might be

like, I quote from a biographical portrait of a great musical composer:

He did not turn away from life toward some mystical nirvana. He forgot
none of the joy, the effort, or the pain. He abandoned nothing. What he
achieved is something much more wonderful than an old man’s se-
renity. ... There were no feigned or borrowed emotions, and nerve-
storms never took the place of feelings. He had no need to complicate his
joy with bitterness or to distort his rapture with cynicism. These are the
devices of a man who wishes to come to terms with his suffering without
facing it in all its starkness. But Beethoven had the innocence of his
courage."

It is fair to say that in Stoicism and its imagined alternative we are presented
with different visions of wisdom-—and different ideals of human existence.
The stance we end up taking with regard to our own emotional nature will be
determined by, or will itself determine, how we conceive of self and world.
Our attitude toward emotion reveals quite a bit about our overall way of
thinking: if we believe that nothing in this vain sublunary realm can affect us,
then we will regard emotions as basically mistaken. If, on the other hand, we
believe that a responsive engagement with the world is more truthful, then
we cannot dismiss our proclivity to care as misleading. While we might not
always use religious language in talking about the ultimate categories in
which we understand ourselves, our attitude toward passion is nevertheless
connccted to our most general beliefs about the nature of reality. And if we do
not agree with the Stoics, if we think that our capacity to love what is beyond
our control should not be eradicated, then the reverence that Marcus Aure-
lius asks us to direct toward what is best in us will need to be reoriented.

In his spiritual exercises, Ignatius of Loyola lists rules “to aid us toward
perceiving and then understanding, at least to some extent, the various mo-
tions that are caused in the soul: the good motions, that they may be re-
ceived, and the bad that they may be rejected.”” He submits a list of criteria
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for evaluating a given expericnce: for example, in a person wha is making spiri-
tual progress, a bad movement of soul will be sharp, noisy, and disturbing. It
may or may not be possible to develop this kind of phenomenological method
for assessing a moment of emotion: but even the Ignatian rule draws upon the
idea of moral improvement in making its distinctions. The formation of the
self over time must be taken into account if we are to set terms of evaluation
within experience. Because of the intentionality of emotion, the reliability of
our affective dispositions is dependent upon the coherence of our world of
cares and commitments. In our situated existence, we embody an ongoing
history of love and suffering, bearing witness to what has moved us." What
future movements should we admit, and which should we (as far as we can)
strive to resist? In order to decide what passions we ought make space for, we
must determine what in the world is worthy of love. Outward extends the
simple fact of attachment; from that, a diverse array of passions is liable to
ensue. And caring for the right things is not enough: we must also be aware of
our limitations, not least of which is the limit to how much we can honestly
afford to care about. As our cares increase, they are more and more likely to
conflict with one another—and, even in the absence of any such conflict, we
can bear only so much reality. If we accept the risk of emotion, we should re-
member the Stoic images of dismemberment: our integrity is very much at
stake wherever there is an attachment of love.

1f we are going to care, then, we had better be careful.* A solid proof
that, all in all, the emotional life is worth living, is not forthcoming. But this
does not mean that there is nothing to be said about various alternatives.
What can be demonstrated, in the logical sense of showing what follows from
what, are the consequences of living—whether tacitly or explicitly—in accor-
dance with certain principles. | have already done this with certain tenets of
normative Stoicism; in what follows, we will consider some other ways of
thinking about emotion. From a non-Stoic point of view, it ought to be pos-
sible to develop some process of legitimation in which some emotions would
cfgép:hy\)éy,~.but~others would be amplified. In other words, it could be that
something will remain after all false emotion has been rooted out.” The care-
ful education of our emotional dispositions would perhaps leave us with
something in ourselves that could be trusted. Our passions would be clarified
and refined: we would understand what our sufferings were all about, and
would know that they were legitimate.'® This is a lofty goal, but if attained it
would enable us to live with a kind of emotional wisdom that the Stoic will
never know.
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