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Emotion, Executive Dysfunction,
and Agency

Can Emotional Disability Impair an Agent’s
Likelihood of Virtue?

Kevin Timpe

3.1 Introduction

The revitalization of virtue theory has been well documented elsewhere." Though
this revitalization had a number of contributing factors, a central element was a
concern about the neglect of emotions in normative ethics by deontological and
consequentialist approaches. In contrast, the emotions are afforded a much more
central role in virtue ethics.> Another is a focus not just on actions, but on human
excellences of doing, thinking, and feeling. Robert C. Roberts refers to the psy-
chological turn of ethics back toward the virtue tradition as a “revolution” in the
fields of psychology and ethics. By returning to, including the needed reinterpre-
tation of, the virtue tradition that characterized much of the ancient and medieval
periods, and seeing those virtues as a proper part of what is now the distinct field
of psychology, “ethics has taken a psychological turn, and philosophers now

>

regularly engage in a discipline they call ‘moral psychology’.”® This is especially
true of many philosophers who locate their normative views in the Christian
theological tradition.*

! Central to this revitalization are Anscombe 1958; Foot 1978; MacIntyre 1981. For discussions, see
Goldie 2010; Athanassoulis 2013; Timpe and Boyd 2014.

* See, for instance, Athanassoulis 2013, 35, and Kotva 1996: “Our emotions display the kind of
people we have become, and our desires help determine our actions. There is, in other words,
something very wrong with theories that devalue emotion....The point here is that modern ethical
theories tend to ignore and even undermine important human realities like close friendships and
powerful emotions. I suggest that the return to virtue ethics stems in part from growing frustration with
this inadequate treatment of central human realities. In contrast to modern theories, virtue ethics seems
to offer a fuller, more comprehensive picture of the moral life” (10-11).

* Roberts 2007, 6. In fact, Roberts thinks that a hard and fast distinction between ethics and moral
psychology cannot be drawn: “Throughout this book I take the position that certain kinds of
psychology.. . is [sic] really a branch of ethics, and that ethics, insofar as it is about the virtues and
vices, is really a branch of psychology” (Roberts 2007, 48).

* Por excellent exemplars of this approach, see Kotva 1996; Roberts 2007; Cobb and Green 2017;
DeYoung 2020.
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Much contemporary virtue theory as well as philosophical work on the emo-
tions is shaped by interdisciplinary interaction between psychology and philoso-
phy. The present chapter should be understood in light of these current forces. It
needs to be noted that ancient and medieval figures in virtue ethics may not have
in mind exactly what contemporary philosophers and psychologists mean by
‘emotion.” There’s a need for careful work on how these projects relate to each
other. But that’s not the focus of the present discussion. My primary goal here is to
explore the connection between the emotions and virtue theory via an investiga-
tion of disabilities that affect emotions. In particular, I explore how certain kinds
of emotional disability (or impairments with regard to emotional control) can
impact an agent’s ability to form certain virtues that, like fortitude, have emotions
as their objects. Contemporary research in psychology about executive dysfunc-
tion and emotions give us reason to think that certain kinds of disabilities
significantly impact an agent’s ability to develop the proper dispositions regarding
emotions. I end by arguing that the ways disabilities impair emotions give us
further reason to think that moral agency is best understood as a degreed concept.

3.2 Emotions and Virtue

I begin with a brief discussion of the emotions and how their proper regulation is
important for virtue theory. As Peter Goldie politely describes it, there is a “very
lively debate about just what emotions are.” Similarly, Aaron Ben-Ze’ev writes
that “the very complexity of emotions has made attempts to define them notori-
ously problematic.... In light of the complexity of emotions, I believe that no
single mental element can adequately define emotions.”® I will not be able to settle,
or even directly address, the debate about how best to define the nature of emotion
here.” Instead, following the lead of Ben-Ze’ev and others, I adopt a prototypical
approach to emotions which doesn’t seek to give necessary and jointly sufficient
conditions for being an emotion:

® Goldie 2010, 3. See also Deigh 2010. For a discussion of the impact of empirical work on the
emotions for philosophical understandings of what the emotions are, see Sousa 2010.

¢ Ben-Ze'ev 2010, 56.

7 For a discussion of the problems involved with providing an analysis of what the emotions are, see
Jaggar 1989 and Deigh 2010. Jagger mentioned three particular problems involved here: “One set of
difficulties results from the variety, complexity, and even inconsistency of the ways in which emotions
are viewed, both in daily life and in scientific contexts. It is in part this variety that makes emotions into
a ‘question’ at the same time that it precludes answering that question by simple appeal to ordinary
language. A second difficulty is the wide range of phenomena covered by the term ‘emotion’....
A further problem concerns the criteria for preferring one account of emotion to another. The more
one learns about the ways in which other cultures conceptuahze human faculties, the less plausible it
becomes that emotions constitute what philosophers call a ‘natural kind’” (153).
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[A] conceptual tool for coping with the complexity of emotions is that of using
prototype categories. Unlike a binary category, which provides a clear criterion
that constitutes the sufficient and necessary conditions for membership, mem-
bership in a prototypical category is determined by an item’s degree of similarity
to the best example in the category: the greater the similarity, the higher the
degree of membership. Contrary to a binary category, a prototypical one has
neither clear-cut boundaries nor an equal degree of membership....
Membership in the general category of emotions, as well as membership in the
general category of a particular emotion, is a matter of degree rather than an all-
or-nothing affair.®

It is often easier to agree on the prototypes—such as anger, fear, or compassion—
than it is to agree on the definition that explains the prototypes and precisely
demarcate the relevant boundaries of individual virtues. While the latter is a
worthwhile project, it is not my project here.” So I here assume a prototypical
approach to emotion. As a result, when I refer to emotions in what follows, I will
be referring to them loosely and without pinning much weight on a fine-grained
understanding of any of the particular emotions.

Turning, then, to virtue, and painting with a broad brush so as not to be too
tightly wedded to any particular version of virtue theory, I take the virtues to be
excellences which dispose their possessor to live well qua human in some partic-
ular way. Theologically, the virtues are required for humans to fully flourish and
achieve perfect union with God in the eschaton.’® Many virtues will be disposi-
tions to act in particular ways, such as justice being the disposition to treat others
as they are due. But some of the virtues are about being rightly disposed to feel
particular emotions as called for by the situation rather than about particular
external actions. The dispositions to feel anger and fear appropriately, to use two
of the prototype emotions mentioned above, are the virtues of “good temper” and
courage, respectively.'’ But, as Roberts points out, the connection between virtue
and emotion isn’t just that virtue requires us to have certain emotions; virtues may
also require that we not have others (or not have them in inappropriate ways):

¢ Ben-Ze’ev 2010, 42. See also Roberts 2003; Walker 2006, 117.

® I do attempt to get clear on the exact nature of envy and pride elsewhere; see Perrine and Timpe
2014; Timpe and Tognazzini 2017. Roberts’s reason for not engaging in such a fine-grained analysis
strikes me as sensible: “I will be specifying differences of a grain fine enough to make some of my
attributions of emotion types to particular items of emotion vocabulary controversial among accom-
plished speakers of English. Such disagreement about vocabulary does not trouble me if I can garner
agreement that my analysis has identified some distinct type of human emotion. In everyday usage,
emotion vocabulary is not as discriminating as I try to be in the analyses of this chapter.... Something
recognizably like what we call anger, fear, love, joy, hope, sadness, envy, pride, shame, disappointment,
and regret seem to transcend cultural differences and to be found universally among human beings”
(Roberts 2003, 185, 192).

19 See, for instance, Timpe 2014; Boyd and Timpe 2021.

' See West 2016 for the former, and Cogley 2014 and McInerny 2014 for the latter.
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Some of these [traits, but the same holds for virtues more specifically too] are
dispositions to have emotions (as to perform actions) of certain types in
certain types of situations (justice, compassion); others are dispositions to
overcome or master emotions of certain types in certain types of situations
(courage, perseverance); some seem to be dispositions not to have emotions of
certain types of situations (see ‘not given to inordinate anger, or to vanity, and

so forth’).*?

Some virtue theorists, such as Adam Morton, think there is a virtue for every
emotion: “For any emotion we can define a corresponding character trait, namely
the disposition to have that emotion readily.”** Nothing in what follows requires
this stronger correlation between emotion and virtue, though nothing I say below
is intended to conflict with it either. All that is required is the weaker claim, as
Jerome Neu refers to it, that there is “an ethic of emotion”** in addition to an ethic
of action, and that among those emotions that can be the objects of virtues are
some that can be affected by disability.

Few, if any, of us can intentionally cause ourselves to have a particular emotion
by a simple act of will. While, as indicated earlier, we can’t assume that they were
targeting the exact same thing as contemporary discussions, it’s suggestive that
many ancient and medieval philosophers thought of the emotions as passions,
things that we suffer or impinge upon us. I cannot will myself to feel hope or anger
directly. However, we can do things that we know will cause us to have particular
emotions. I can, for instance, walk to my bookshelf and reread parts of Kim
Nielsen’s A Disability History of the United States,"> knowing that doing so will
cause myself to become angry about the myriad ways that the U.S. has mistreated,
marginalized, and oppressed individuals with disabilities. And the virtues which
take emotions as their objects, like all moral virtues, can be acquired through the
development of states of character.'® By habituating myself toward the virtue of
righteous indignation, I can (indirectly) become the kind of person that will be
appropriately empathetic and angered by injustice in how we treat those with
disabilities. The proper amount of an emotion that the agent ought to feel in a
particular situation (as with the proper action that they ought to perform) is that
which is in accord with “right reason” or “prudence.”” The ideally virtuous agent
will be the one whose emotions are in perfect harmony with the dictates of
prudence, where prudence is judgment rightly calibrated to an all-things-consid-
ered view of what constitutes human flourishing. Training one’s emotions, then,

' Roberts 2010, 565. * Morton 2010, 387. 4 Neu 2010. '* Nielsen 2012.

'¢ See, for instance, Kotva 1996, 105; Athanassoulis 2013, 43. I assume that the theological virtues
are relevantly different in that they are infused rather than developed via habituation; see the discussion
in Boyd and Timpe 2021.

17 See Helm 2010; Boyd 2014; Wood 2014,
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will involve a close connection with the agent’s cognitive or intellectual faculties.®

In the next section, I discuss a number of ways that disability could impact an
agent’s emotions, drawing both on the role of executive function and by focusing
on a number of particular disabilities.

3.3 Disability and the Emotions

While many people typically think primarily about the physical or cognitive
manifestations of disabilities, disabilities can significantly affect an individual’s
emotional life as well. According to the National Institutes of Mental Health, for
example, depression is the leading cause of disability worldwide.' Depression can
affect many aspects of agency that will be relevant to forming particular virtues. It
may, for instance, dampen the moral motivation to pursue a particular virtue (e.g.,
there is a rich literature on the impact of depression and anxiety on eating and
sleeping, and their correlation with various eating and sleeping disorders).?* While
I don’t mean to downplay the seriously of debilitating depression, I do want to
focus our attention elsewhere. Disability’s impact on emotion is multifaceted and
often indirect.

3.3.1 Emotional Blunting and Flattened Affect

Numerous disabilities lead to emotional blunting or flattened affect, a decrease in
the frequency or strength of emotions, both positive and negative.* Emotional
blunting is commonly associated with schizophrenic syndrome and fronto-
temporal dementia (FID).** In some cases, emotional blunting—and the social

'® The bifurcation of intellectual and moral virtue that traces back to Aristotle likely over-separates
things that are interconnected in complex ways. On many views of the emotions, such as Roberts’s view
of an emotion as a “concern-based construal,” a cognitive element is built into the emotion. And so the
moral virtues involving emotions will also have a cognitive element.

¥ In Harm’s Way: Suicide in America 2001. For work on the connection between depression and
moral psychology, see Caton 1986; Ardal 1993; Silberfeld and Checkland 1999; Roberts 2001; Hansen
2004. Judith Butler approaches depression not from moral psychology but from political structure and
oppression, both of which are important for disability theorists; see Butler 1997.

*® See, for instance, Casper 1998; Bulik 2002. Tasca et al. 2009 examine how emotional regulation
can mediate the severity of symptoms in patients with eating disorders. For sleep disorders and
depression, see Nutt etal. 2008.

! See, for instance, Kim 2015.

> See Berenbaum et al. 1987, 57 and Williamson and Allman 2011, 104, respectively. FTD can also
lead to volitional impairment, which can intersect with other symptoms. More on intersectionality
below. Damage to different parts of the brain can cause neurologically distinct kinds of blunting: “right
hemisphere damage may produce disturbances in affective expression..., whereas damage to the
frontal lobe convexity is more likely to result in apathy and avolition. ... Thus, blunting might not
be a unitary trait but, as presently measured clinically, may represent a heterogeneous symptom
complex, with the various components having different clinical and theoretical implications”
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and personality changes that it contributes to—may be more significant than a
condition’s cognitive or neuropsychological deficits.** This appears to be the case,
for instance, in individuals with FTD:

Neuropsychiatric changes are the most prominent symptoms of early
FTD. During the first few years after onset, the neuropsychiatric symptoms
usually overshadow any cognitive disabilities.... Symptoms such as decreased
social tact and propriety, abulia and disengagement, and emotional detachment
are out of proportion to memory deficits.... Investigators suggest that many of
these neuropsychiatric changes have a basis in emotional blunting, such as social
impropriety, decreased personai regulation, and overall lack of consideration for
people.®*

Individuals impaired by FTD can become emotionally detached; have a decrease
in autonomic emotional responsiveness; lose empathy and willingness to comfort
others; and more frequently fail to comfort or help others in distress, even if they
are family members or close friends.

Emotional blunting can impair other emotional responses, not just those
involving empathy. Consider individuals with 2p15-16.1 Microdeletion
Syndrome, a condition of unknown etiology which involves a deletion on the
short (p) arm of chromosome 2.?° The chromosome has one breakpoint in band
15 of the p arm and another in band 16, and the genetic material usually contained
is simply missing. The deletion usually occurs in only one copy of the chromo-
some.”” Even though only a small amount of genetic information is missing, as
with other deletion syndromes there can be broad-spectrums impact on the
individual. The emerging phenotype of individuals with the syndrome includes
a number of physical affects (e.g., microcephaly, vision problems, kidney abnorm-
alities); speech impairments; gross and fine motor control issues; and cognitive
and developmental disabilities.*® Cognitively, individuals with this condition have
mild to severe cognitive impairment.** While cognitive impairment has its own

(Berenbaum et al. 1987, 58, citations omitted). FI'D affects the ventromedial frontal region, which plays
a key role in social and learned emotional responses to novel situations, and the anterior temporal
region, involved in empathy; see Mendez et al. 2006, 245.

» Mendez et al. 2006, 242. ** Ibid., 245, citations omitted. ** Ibid., 245.

% 2p15p16.1 Microdeletion Syndrome 2014. Most cases are believed to be caused by a de novo
mutation,

7 Leeuw et al. 2008; Piccione et al. 2012. *® 2p15p16.1 Microdeletion Syndrome 2014, 4, 7.

? There are a number of different ways to differentiate degrees of cognitive impairment. According
to one influential system developed by Grossman, the classification according to IQ is as follows:

mild: from 50/55 through 70
moderate: from 35/40 through 50/55
severe: from 20/25 through 35/40
profound: under 20/25.
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direct impact on agency, it also impacts successful executive functioning and its
role in emotional regulation (more on this below). Some individuals with 2p15-
16.1 Microdeletion Syndrome have emotional blunting that manifests across a
range of particular emotions.>® There is scientific evidence to suggest that too little
emotion, as in the case of emotional blunting, can be just as detrimental for good
decision making as overly strong emotional reactions.*® On the assumption that
this evidence is reliable then it’s likely to be a potential detriment to specifically
moral decisions as well. |

A number of disabilities, including those related to 2p15-16.1 Microdeletion
Syndrome, also produce alexithymia. Though not an official diagnosis in the
DSM-V,** alexithymia is “marked by difficulties in identifying and describing
feelings and difficulties in distinguishing feelings from the bodily sensations of
emotional arousal.”® Alexithymia has been clinically associated with reduced
empathy.** And while there’s not as much evidence supporting this stronger
claim, there’s at least anecdotal evidence suggesting that some individuals with
alexithymia may actually be impaired from experiencing certain emotions (e.g.,
shame, jealousy, or self-resentment) altogether though the exact mechanism or
mechanisms involved isn’t clear.

3.3.2 Executive Dysfunction

Another way that disabilities can impact an agent’s emotions is via impairments
related to executive dysfunction. I've explored the connection between disabilities
and executive function (EF) at greater length elsewhere, and here only want to
summarize some of that discussion.*® One difficulty which confronts anyone
interested in how disabilities can impact agency via impaired executive function-
ing is the “failure to find consensus on a general definition of the construct.”*
Nevertheless, “many theorists treat executive functioning as one of the most
important functions of the self”* For purposes of the present project,

For a history and discussion of a number of such rankings, see Richards et al. 2015, chapter 2. See
also n. 52 below.

3 Hancarova et al. 2013, 2. 3 Williams and Wood 2017, 37.

*2 The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 5th edition, published by the
American Psychiatric Association.

* Bird etal. 2010, 1517; see also Ricciardi etal. 2015. It isn’t obvious exactly how these studies
differentiate feelings and other bodily arousals, at least not to the satisfaction of an analytic philosopher;
they almost certainly have a thinner notion of emotions than Roberts’s view involving concern-based
construals. See also Kasari 2012 for a discussion of the impact of Down syndrome, ASD, and Williams
syndrome on emotional understanding and expression, though with similar caveats.

** Bird and Cook 2013. % See Timpe 2016, from which this section borrows.

%6 Borkowski and Burke 1996, 244. Similarly, “there continues to be no consensus definition of
executive functions” (Senn et al. 2004, 445); see also Chung et al. 2014, 13; Brier 2015, 2.

7 Baumeister 2010, 180.








































































