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,QWURGXFWLRQ

(YHU\�DFDGHPLF�HOG�EHQHWV�IURP�D�KHDOWK\�GHEDWH�DERXW�LWV�SUHVXSSRVLWLRQV��NH\�
WHUPV��DQG�OLQHV�RI�DUJXPHQW��$HFW�WKHRU\�LV�QR�GLHUHQW��,W�QHHGV�FULWLTXH֞ERWK�
from within and without, both friendly and hostile—to sift through working ideas 

DQG�JXUH�RXW�KRZ�WR�SURJUHVV�E\�PRYLQJ�RQ��KRZ�WR�EXLOG�E\�FOHDULQJ�DZD\��7KH�
ZULWLQJV�RI�5XWK�/H\V֞HVSHFLDOO\�KHU�ZLGHO\�FLWHG�DUWLFOH�֥7KH�7XUQ�WR�$HFW��$�
Critique” (2011) and its book-length elaboration 7KH�$VFHQW�RI�$ࣽHFW��*HQHDORJ\�
DQG�&ULWLTXH (2017)—have emerged as the focal point for much academic criticism 

RI�DHFW�WKHRU\��&LWLQJ�WKHVH�SLHFHV�KDV�EHFRPH�VWDQGDUG�SURFHGXUH�E\�WKRVH�ZKR�
ZDQW�WR�UHMHFW�RU�GLPLQLVK�WKH�YDOXH�RI�WKH�VWXG\�RI�DHFW�IRU�WKH�KXPDQLWLHV�

RATIONALIST 
NOSTALGIA: 
$�&ULWLFDO�5HVSRQVH�WR�
5XWK�/H\V×�The Ascent of Affect
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But the details of Leys’ arguments are seldom actually brought into the conversa-

tion. Many of Leys’ advocates seem to believe that she is holding the line against 

the unlawful incursion of the sciences into the humanities. Yet Leys’ own line of 

DQDO\VLV�UHVWV�KHDYLO\�RQ�KHU�RZQ�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ�RI�UHOHYDQW�VFLHQWLF�QGLQJV�LQ�
RUGHU�WR�VZDW�GRZQ�KXPDQLVWLF�WKHRULHV�RI�DHFW��/H\V֢�ZRUN��,�DUJXH�KHUH��RHUV�
D�GLVWRUWHG�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�RI�WKH�VWDWH�RI�WKH�VFLHQWLF�FRQYHUVDWLRQ�LQ�SV\FKRORJ\�
of emotion, then awkwardly transposes that ruptured image onto contemporary 

DHFW�WKHRU\�LQ�WKH�KXPDQLWLHV��,Q�WKH�SURFHVV��/H\V�ZHDYHV�WKH�VWRU\�RI�D�VHFWRU�
of science that I suspect is almost entirely unknown to most humanities scholars. 

This has led to near-zero scrutiny, on the part of those citing her, of her ten-

GHQWLRXV�DQG��LQ�P\�DVVHVVPHQW��FRQFHSWXDOO\�DZHG�UHQGLWLRQ�RI�KRZ�HPRWLRQ�
science has played out over the past half century.

7KLV�HVVD\�FRQVLGHUV�IRXU�DVSHFWV�RI�/H\V֢�SURMHFW�WKDW�UHHFW�PLVFKDUDFWHUL]DWLRQV�
RU� LGLRV\QFUDWLF� LQWHUSUHWDWLRQV�RI�KHU�VFLHQWLF�VRXUFHV��)LUVW�� ,�FRQVLGHU�/H\V֢�
commitment not to “genealogy” per se, as her title announces, but to an attempt to 

adjudicate debates in emotion psychology by referring all of them back to a single 

book from 1994—Alan Fridlund’s +XPDQ�)DFLDO�([SUHVVLRQV��$Q�(YROXWLRQDU\�
9LHZ��7KH�HQWLUH�HOG�RI�HPRWLRQ�SV\FKRORJ\��LQ�/H\V֢�WHOOLQJ��KDV�P\VWHULRXVO\�
overlooked this vital contribution in the generation since its publication. (She 

dedicates the entirety of Chapter 6 of her book to blasting emotion psychology for 

LWV�QHJOHFW�RI�)ULGOXQG֢V�ZRUN���5DWKHU�WKDQ�RHULQJ�D�JHQHDORJ\��/H\V�LV�KROGLQJ�
VRPHWKLQJ�PRUH�OLNH�D�VFLHQWLF�NDQJDURR�FRXUW�

Second, I look at Leys’ imprecise engagement with the philosophical debates 

around “intentionality,” which she understands as being broadly about ration-

ality and consciousness, rather than a narrower, technical discussion about the 

nature of mental processes and their relation to objects. Not only this, Leys has 

actually mischaracterized Fridlund’s position on “intentionality” and overstated 

the consonance of Fridlund’s ideas with her project. Unlike Leys, Fridlund is not 

interested in “intentional” actions that are accessible to individual consciousness. 

7KLUG��,�FRQVLGHU�KRZ�/H\V֢�HOHYDWLRQ�RI�)ULGOXQG֢V�DௗQLW\�ZLWK�5LFKDUG�'DZNLQV֢�
gene-level adaptationist view of evolutionary biology further undermines her 

HRUWV�WR�FDUYH�RXW�D�VSDFH�IRU�KXPDQ�֥PHDQLQJ�֦ �$OO�RI�WKLV�LV�GULYHQ��,�FRQFOXGH��
by a thoroughgoing nostalgia for an unchallenged liberal rationalism. Leys’ pro-

MHFW��LQ�WKLV�YLHZ��LV�FRQJUXHQW�ZLWKbUHDFWLRQDU\�IRUPDWLRQV�DJDLQVW�RWKHU�FULWLFDO�
perspectives (undying boogeymen like “postmodernism” and “cultural Marxism”) 

that have challenged the mythology of the sovereign, reasoning Subject as the 

only possible tentpole of a functioning public sphere.
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In a 2010 interview, Leys characterizes her approach to the history of science as 

shaped by Michel Foucault’s essay “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History” (1984) which 

calls for an approach to “history” that is no longer history, but “genealogy.” For 

Foucault, the error of history—as method—is to compose the past as a linear 

narrative leading to the present. The genealogist, by contrast, sees time as a 

sedimentation of accidents (Foucault 1984, 78). This innovation, which allowed 

her to move past a “linear, teleological approach to history,” inspired Leys’ early 

ZRUN�RQ�WUDXPD��/H\V�	�*ROGPDQ�������������6KH�LGHQWLHV�7KRPDV�.XKQ�DV�
DQRWKHU�PHWKRGRORJLFDO�LQXHQFH��/H\V�	�*ROGPDQ�������������.XKQ�SDUDOOHOV�
Foucault in his argument against what he calls “Whig history” of science: his-

tory told only from the perspective of the winners, the past reconstructed as the 

long coronation of the present. In the context of the history of science, this leads 

to Kuhn’s gleefully skeptical conclusion that “we may… have to relinquish the 

notion, explicit or implicit, that changes of paradigm carry scientists and those 

who learn from them closer and closer to the truth” (Kuhn 1996, 170).

But Leys’ approach in $VFHQW�RI�$ࣽHFW has an unmistakeably Whiggish cast. The 

combination announced in her book’s subtitle—“genealogy DQG critique”—pro-

vides the platform for a hybrid genre in which Leys authorizes herself to write 

not just a narrative account of the history of emotion psychology, but a running 

FRPPHQWDU\�RQ�ZKDW�VKH�WDNHV�WR�EH�WKH�FRQFHSWXDO�DZV�RI�WKH�HOG�DV�D�ZKROH��
Although she presents herself as doing a fashionable “genealogy,” the book is 

really more like hot-wired science, an intellectual incursion that aims to resolve 

D�FRPSOLFDWHG�GHEDWH�IURP�D�SHUFK�RXWVLGH�WKH�HOG��6KH�GRHVQ֢W�MXVW�WHOO�WKH�VWRU\�
of emotion science. Leys decides exactly how that story ends.

Or rather, how it should have ended, because the story Leys tells is one of disci-

SOLQH�ZLGH�PLVWDNHV�DQG�PLVVHG�RSSRUWXQLWLHV��$�VLJQLFDQW�DPRXQW�RI�$VFHQW�
is dedicated to castigating the psychology of emotion for getting everything 

wrong up to 1994, and then failing to recognize the genius of her champion, 

$ODQ�)ULGOXQG��ZKR�RVWHQVLEO\�VROYHG�WKH�SUREOHPV�DW�WKH�KHDUW�RI�WKH�HOG�ZLWK�
his book +XPDQ�)DFLDO�([SUHVVLRQV. “My argument in this book,” she concludes 

in $VFHQW֢V�QDO�VHQWHQFH��֥LV�WKDW�LQ�WKH�HOG�RI�HPRWLRQ�UHVHDUFK�WKHUH�LV�QR�LQ-

tellectually viable alternative to Fridlund’s position, whatever the cost may turn 

RXW�WR�EH�WR�PDQ\�RI�WKH�H[LVWLQJ�֡VFLHQWLF֢�VWXGLHV�RI�HPRWLRQ֦��/H\V�������������
5DWKHU�WKDQ�D�JHQHDORJLVW��/H\V�LQ�WKLV�ERRN�DFWV�DV�D�UHIHUHH�RI�VFLHQWLF�GHEDWHV��
jumping into the ring to raise Fridlund’s glove.
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Writing of the psychologist Richard Lazarus, for instance, Leys announces that 

his “entire picture of appraisal as involving inner cognitions intervening causally 

between the person and the world… was a mistake, one that led to several dead 

ends” (Leys 2017, 132).Leys continues in this adjudicatory role in her assessment of 

mid-twentieth-century psychologist Magda Arnold.“What is important to grasp 

DERXW�>PLG�FHQWXU\�SV\FKRORJLVW�0DJGD@�$UQROG֢V�LQXHQFH�֦�VKH�FRQWHQGV��֥LV�
what she got right about appraisal—and what she got wrong” (Leys 2017, 145). 

When Fridlund steps on the stage, she praises him as the “one person… who at 

this juncture made a decisive break with [Paul] Ekman”—her story’s supervillain 

(230). And yet she has to devote an entire chapter to explaining why Fridlund’s 

book has QRW�KDG�WKH�WUDQVIRUPDWLYH�HHFW�RQ�WKH�HOG�VKH�WKLQNV�LW�VKRXOG�KDYH�
had in the quarter century since its publication1: “it has been all too easy for scien-

tists, even those generally supportive of Fridlund’s work,” she laments, “to repeat 

the very conceptual mistakes that, as he had tried to show, have been inherent in 

(NPDQ֢V�SLFWXUH�RI�WKH�HPRWLRQV�IURP�WKH�UVW֦�������

7KLV�SDWWHUQ�RI�QRW�MXVW�GHVFULELQJ�WKH�KLVWRU\�RI�D�HOG��EXW�SUHIHUULQJ�RQH�WHQ-

dentious interpretation among others, persists throughout the book. An easy way 

to trace this plotline is to follow the way Leys chooses the winners and losers of 

science with adjectives. Fridlund writes a “deeply researched and brilliantly argued 

book” which is also a “brilliant dissection” of Ekman’s work (230). James Russell, 

Robin to Fridlund’s Batman, writes a “brilliant critique” (61), which has the added 

advantage of being “superb”2 (16; 264). Meanwhile, those who get the science 

wrong—like Ekman, Silvan Tomkins, or Antonio Damasio—have views that are 

“theoretically confused and empirically problematic,” sometimes “cunning” but 

fundamentally “weak” (378; 263).

I don’t want to suggest that historians of science have to remain agnostic about 

their subject matter. And I’m not at all ready to commit science history to full-

blown Kuhnianism. But this narrativizing is nonetheless emblematic of how vast 

the distance is between Leys’ method and Kuhn’s call for attention to mutations 

of thought (rather than a positivist victory parade)—what Foucault would call 

JHQHDORJ\. It’s not wrong to agree with some scholars more than others, but it’s 

GLVLQJHQXRXV�WR�DWWHPSW�WR�UHVROYH�D� OLYH�FRQWURYHUV\� LQ�D�VFLHQWLF�HOG�� WKHQ�
FORDN�WKDW�HRUW�XQGHU�WKH�VOHHN�PDQWOH�RI�֥JHQHDORJ\�֦ �,W�GLVJXLVHV�WKH�DGMXGLFD-
tory operation at the heart of Leys’ book.
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7KLV� LV�HYHQ�PRUH�ULVN\� LQ�WKH�FDVH�RI�D�HOG� OLNH� WKH�SV\FKRORJ\�RI�HPRWLRQ��
DUJXDEO\� WKH�PRVW�XQVHWWOHG� VXEHOG� LQ�SV\FKRORJ\��RQH� LQ�ZKLFK�SRZHUIXO��
broad-based schools of thought are locked in ongoing struggles and debates. 

(See Plamper 2015, 11–12, for discussion.) Perhaps due to the elusive nature of 

LWV�VXEMHFW�PDWWHU��HPRWLRQ�SV\FKRORJ\�UHPDLQV�D�HOG�LQ�X[��-DPHV�1LNRSRXORV�
articulates exactly this concern, pointing out that Leys’ stance is “either Team 

Ekman or Team Fridlund.” Emotion science must choose. But why, he continues, 

“does a complex research agenda involving many investigators working in many 

HOGV�KDYH�WR�FKRRVH�EHWZHHQ�RQO\�WZR�RSWLRQV"֦��1LNRSRXORV����������

Leys’ “genealogy,” then, is nothing of the sort. As Elizabeth Wilson notes in 

a review symposium on $VFHQW�RI�$ࣽHFW, her book “is much more interested in 

correction and veracity than it is in the vicissitudes of interpretation” (Wilson 

2020, 5). Leys sets herself the task of rigging up a particular stance within the 

SV\FKRORJ\�RI�HPRWLRQ��WKHQ�XVHV�WKLV�VWDQFH�WR�DGMXGLFDWH�WKH�UHVW�RI�WKH�HOG��
This means Leys is not only doing a Whig history, she’s doing a Whig history 

WKDW�SDSHUV�RYHU�D�YRODWLOH��RQJRLQJ�GHEDWH��RHULQJ�DQ�DEUXSW�DQG�XQGHUGHYHO-
oped solution and packaging this solution to her primary audience—humanities 

scholars—as an inevitability. It’s a partisan move, invoking the authority of science 

to shut down a discussion in the humanistic camp.

%OXUUHG�,QWHQWLRQV

$OWKRXJK�/H\V֢������DUWLFOH�ZDV�ODVHU�IRFXVHG�RQ�DHFW�WKHRU\�LQ�WKH�KXPDQLWLHV�
�SDUWLFXODUO\� WKH�YHUVLRQ�RI�DHFW� WKHRU\�PRVW�FOHDUO\� LQGHEWHG�WR�'HOHX]H��DV�
in the work of Brian Massumi, Nigel Thrift, and William Connolly—but with 

sidetracks to bash Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick), $VFHQW�RI�$ࣽHFW� is predominantly 

DERXW�SRVW�:RUOG�:DU�,,�HPRWLRQ�SV\FKRORJ\��7KH�UVW�FKDSWHU�RI� WKH�ERRN�
is devoted to Silvan Tomkins, the American psychologist whose $ࣽHFW�,PDJHU\�
Consciousness tomes were creatively anthologized by Sedgwick and Adam Frank 

in 1995 as 6KDPH�DQG�,WV�6LVWHUV.3

The second is on Paul Ekman, a former student of Tomkins and one of the most 

famous psychologists alive, best-known for his work on facial expressions. The 

third and fourth are on Lazarus, another psychologist of Ekman’s generation, and 

his well-known early-1980s debate with Robert Zajonc about the relationship 

between cognition and emotion.
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Chapter 5 is dedicated to the story’s hero, Alan Fridlund, a former protégé of 

Ekman’s who went rogue and published his 1994 book to challenge the regnant 

interpretation of Ekman’s experiments. Chapter 6 is about the discipline of emo-

tion psychology since Fridlund’s book was published. This is where Leys exco-

ULDWHV�DQ�HQWLUH�HOG�IRU�LWV�RQJRLQJ�IDLOXUH�WR�UHFRJQL]H�)ULGOXQG֢V�DFKLHYHPHQW��
&KDSWHU����QDOO\��LV�WKH������DUWLFOH��UHZRUNHG���ZKLFK�UHWXUQV�WR�WKH�FRORUIXO�
FOXEKRXVH�WKDW� LV�DHFW� WKHRU\� LQ�WKH�KXPDQLWLHV֞'HOHX]LDQV��SV\FKRDQDO\VWV��
queer theorists, media scholars, and other tavern rabble all rubbing elbows, though 

Leys’ focus remains on the Deleuzians plus Sedgwick. The book’s epilogue serves 

as another apologia for Fridlund, followed by two abrupt appendixes for some 

QDO�VFRUH�VHWWOLQJ�

7KH�UVW� WKLQJ�D�KXPDQLWLHV� VFKRODU�ZLWK�VRPH�IDPLOLDULW\�ZLWK�DHFW� WKHRU\�
might notice about this book is that it mainly probes the periphery of what we 

WKLQN�RI�DV�DHFW�WKHRU\�LQ�WKH�KXPDQLWLHV�WRGD\��$V�&DURO\Q�3HGZHOO�SRLQWV�RXW��
WKH�EXON�RI�WKH�ERRN�LV�DERXW�VFKRODUV�WKDW�PRVW�VHOI�LGHQWLHG�DHFW�WKHRULVWV�KDYH�
never even heard of, let alone cited—Ekman, Fridlund, and Lazarus, certainly, 

EXW� IRU�PDQ\�� OLNHO\�7RPNLQV��DV�ZHOO� �3HGZHOO��������/H\V� MXVWLHV� VSHQGLQJ�
WKH�EXON�RI�WKH�ERRN�RQ�WKHVH�JXUHV��WKRXJK��E\�OLQNLQJ�WKHP�DOO�WR�D�VLQJOH��
continuous mistake, a mistake that she sees infecting Tomkins’ work, seeping 

LQWR�WKH�WKRXJKW�RI�(NPDQ�DQG�/D]DUXV��WKHQ�UHDULQJ�XS�LQ�FRQWHPSRUDU\�DHFW�
theory in the humanities. For Leys, this mistake is so all-consuming that it or-

JDQL]HV�HQWLUH�HOGV�LQ�ERWK�WKH�KXPDQLWLHV�DQG�WKH�VFLHQFHV��7KLV�LV�WKH�HUURU�RI�
“anti-intentionalism.”

In Leys’ telling, intentionalism refers to the “idea that emotions are directed at 

cognitively apprehended objects and are sensitive to ‘reasons’” (Leys 2017, 4). Else-

where, she further associates intentionality with “meaning” (130) and “motive” 

(233). For her, “meaning or belief or intention or interpretation” are all synonyms 

(345). What she calls “anti-intentionalism” is opposed to all these things. It is, for 

Leys, a shorthand that conveniently indicts all the anti-humanist and non-liberal 

thought of recent scholarship, work in which the “intact person with his or her 

intentions and meanings” is disrupted (16).

,֢P�QRW�FRQYLQFHG�E\�WKH�FODLP�WKDW�DHFW�WKHRU\�LV�RI�QHFHVVLW\�DQWL�LQWHQWLRQDO��
DQG�WKH�GHOLEHUDWH�EOXUULQJ�RI�GLHUHQW�VWUDQGV�RI�DHFW�WKHRU\�LV�D�ELJ�SDUW�RI�
why 7KH�$VFHQW�RI�$ࣽHFW fails in its stated aims.4 Sedgwick, for instance, clearly 

WKLQNV�WKDW��IRU�7RPNLQV��WKH�FRJQLWLYH�DQG�WKH�DHFWLYH��IDU�IURP�EHLQJ�UDGL-
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cally disjunct, “involve many kinds of interdependent transformations” (Sedg-

wick 2003, 115). So, too, Adam Frank and Elizabeth Wilson—arguably the most 

prominent contemporary experts in Tomkins’ thought, certainly in the human-

ities—adamantly reject Leys’ position as neglectful of “Tomkins’s insistence on 

WKH�LQWLPDWH�UHODWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�DHFW�DQG�SXUSRVH��PHDQLQJ��DQG�YDOXH�DV�VXFK֦�
�)UDQN�	�:LOVRQ�����������(YHQ�PRUH�H[SOLFLWO\��6DUD�$KPHG�H[SOLFLWO\�LGHQWLHV�
KHU�DSSURDFK�WR�DHFWV�DV�LQWHQWLRQDOLVW��$KPHG�����E������$QG�-DQ�6ODE\�LQVLVWV�
WKDW�֥DOO�DHFWLYH�VWDWHV�LQ�KXPDQV�DUH��RU�HVVHQWLDOO\�LQYROYH��LQWHQWLRQDO�IHHOLQJV֦�
(Slaby 2008, 430).

5DWKHU�WKDQ�JHWWLQJ�SXOOHG�LQWR�D�FLWDWLRQDO�IRRG�JKW��WKRXJK��,�ZDQW�WR�GHGLFDWH�
this section to a closer inspection of how Leys understands “intentionality” in the 

UVW�SODFH�5 The debate about “intentionality,” in many ways, is Leys’ project in 

WKLV�ERRN��%XW�WKHUH֢V�VRPHWKLQJ�VHULRXVO\�DVNHZ�DERXW�WKH�ZD\�/H\V�GHQHV�WKLV�
crucial term. She sees intentionalism as the view that emotions are “sensitive to 

reasons” or related to “meaning or belief or intention or interpretation.” This pic-

WXUH�FRQWDLQV�WKH�SKLORVRSKLFDO�GHQLWLRQ�RI�LQWHQWLRQDOLVP��EXW�DOVR�H[SDQGV�LW�VR�
far beyond its original domain that it has morphed into an entirely new construct.

Here’s the opening paragraph of the 6WDQIRUG�(QF\FORSHGLD�RI�3KLORVRSK\�entry on 

“Intentionality”:

In philosophy, intentionality is the power of minds and mental states to be 

DERXW��WR�UHSUHVHQW��RU�WR�VWDQG�IRU��WKLQJV��SURSHUWLHV�DQG�VWDWHV�RI�DDLUV��7R�
say of an individual’s mental states that they have intentionality is to say that 

they are mental representations or that they have contents. Furthermore, to 

the extent that a speaker utters words from some natural language or draws 

pictures or symbols from a formal language for the purpose of conveying 

to others the contents of her mental states, these artifacts used by a speaker 

too have contents or intentionality. ‘Intentionality’ is a philosopher’s word: 

ever since it was introduced into philosophy by Franz Brentano in the last 

quarter of the nineteenth century, it has been used to refer to the puzzles of 

representation, all of which lie at the interface between the philosophy of 

mind and the philosophy of language ( Jacob 2019).

I am quoting this passage in full to show what is QRW�LQ�WKH�WHFKQLFDO�GHQLWLRQ�
of intentionality. ,QWHQWLRQDOLVP is an approach that emerged within philosoph-

LFDO�DQG�SV\FKRORJLFDO�GHEDWHV�DERXW�HPRWLRQ��,W�QDPHV�D�VSHFLF�UHVSRQVH�WR�D�
question: 'R�IHHOLQJV�QHFHVVDULO\�DVVRFLDWH�ZLWK�D�VSHFLࣾF�REMHFW��RU�FDQ�WKH\�EH�DPEL-
HQWձOLNH�PRRGVձDUULYLQJ�ZLWKRXW�D�FRQFUHWH�UHIHUHQW"�,QWHQWLRQDOLVWV�DGRSW�WKH�UVW�
approach: they think every emotion comes with an object. “Intentional” literally 

means “object-directed.”
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Philosophers see this as a lively but narrow debate around the nature of mental 

representation. The SEP entry’s author warns us that “in its philosophical usage, 

the meaning of the word ‘intentionality’ should not be confused with the ordi-

nary meaning of the word ‘intention’” ( Jacob 2019). Leys stumbles into exactly 

this error, chunking the concept of intentionality together with a range of other 

derivations that bear little relationship to its carefully circumscribed philosophical 

GRPDLQ��+HU�GHQLWLRQ�RI�LQWHQWLRQDOLW\�DV�WKH�֥LGHD�WKDW�HPRWLRQV�DUH�GLUHFWHG�DW�
cognitively apprehended objects DQG are sensitive to ‘reasons’” uses the conjunction 

DQG�WR�DWWDFK�WKH�WHFKQLFDO�GHQLWLRQ�RI�WKH�WHUP�WR�D�IDU�EURDGHU�VHW�RI�TXHVWLRQV�
(Leys 2017, 4, emphasis added). The additional registers created by Leys’ expanded 

sense of the word—“meaning or belief or intention or interpretation”—are not 

part of the intentionality debates in philosophy of emotion (345).

This is broadly destabilizing for Leys’ argument. To take just one example, let’s 

look at the vexed concept of “consciousness.” Leys takes it as given that intention-

alism (taking the pro-intentional side in the intentionality debate) is also about 

conscious�֥PHDQLQJ֦֞VXEMHFWV�EHLQJ�DEOH�WR�UHHFW�RQ�WKH�REMHFWV�RI�WKHLU�IHHOLQJV�
and subject them to rational scrutiny. But for philosophers, intentionalism is a 

broad church stance encompassing a range of positions on the relationship be-

tween intentionality and consciousness. The SEP dedicates an entire freestanding 

article to exploring the many philosophical contenders in this debate (Siewert 

2016).Intentionalism is entirely compatible with a philosophical stance that locates 

some feelings in a non-conscious domain—beyond the pale of interpretation or 

waking access. Intentionalism just means that those feelings, though invisible to 

consciousness, are still DWWDFKHG�WR�DQ�REMHFW, rather than being objectless. Similarly, 

anti-intentionalists might well take the view that all of our feelings are accessible 

to conscious awareness, only those feelings need not have objects. There’s no 

contradiction in either stance. Failure to acknowledge this diversity is an error 

RQ�/H\V֢�SDUW��VRXUFHG�LQ�D�PLVXQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�KRZ�SKLORVRSKHUV�KDYH�GHQHG�
this term.

0RWLYDWLRQ�DQG�([SUHVVLRQ

7KLV�LV�/H\V֢�PRVW�EDVLF�PLVWDNH��%XW�WKH�PRVW�VLJQLFDQW�FRQVHTXHQFHV�RI�WKLV�
HUURU�FRPH�ODWHU��+HU�VKLS�UHDOO\�UXQV�DJURXQG�ZKHQ�VKH�Dௗ[HV� LQWHQWLRQDOLW\�
WR�֥PRWLYH֦��/H\V�������������,Q�HVVHQFH��/H\V�JUDIWV�RXU�HYHU\GD\�GHQLWLRQ�RI�
֥LQWHQWLRQ֦�DV�֥VRPHWKLQJ�VRPHRQH�ZDQWV�WR�GR֦�RQWR�WKH�WHFKQLFDO�GHQLWLRQ��
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To better understand the impact of this on Leys’ argument, we need to look more 

closely at the moment in the 1990s that Leys sees as pivotal for emotion psychol-

RJ\��ZKHQ�DQ�HQWLUH�HOG�RVWHQVLEO\�IDLOHG�WR�VHH�D�VROXWLRQ�VWDULQJ�LW�LQ�WKH�IDFH��
In Leys’ telling, key debates in emotion psychology were decisively resolved with 

the publication of a single book in 1994, Fridlund’s +XPDQ�)DFLDO�([SUHVVLRQ��$Q�
(YROXWLRQDU\�9LHZ.6

One might think, from reading Leys, that Fridlund is a deep thinker of inten-

tionality, a white knight jousting over philosophical turf on every page. But what 

becomes apparent on reading Fridlund’s book is that it is scarcely about intention-

ality at all, certainly not as philosophers understand it—the question of whether 

mental phenomena must come along with objects. The word “intentionality” 

doesn’t appear in the index as a standalone entry. There is a single reference corre-

sponding to “Intentionality, displays and,” and “Intention movements” (discussed 

EHORZ��KDV�YH�HQWULHV��7KDW֢V�WKH�H[WHQW�RI�)ULGOXQG֢V�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�DQ\�YDULDWLRQ�
of “intention.” This is because Fridlund’s real focus is not on accessible mental ob-

MHFWV��EXW�RQ�SODFLQJ�HPRWLRQDO�H[SUHVVLRQ�ZLWKLQ�D�IUDPH�RI�HYROXWLRQDU\�WQHVV��
He thinks of “intentionality” as “something done with purpose.” But crucially, as 

we’ll see, he disavows any sense that these purposes need to be conscious.

The backdrop: for Ekman, Fridlund’s former mentor, our facial expressions are 

either sincere or deceitful. Sometimes we smile because we’re happy. Sometimes 

we smile because we want people to think we’re happy. But deceiving others with 

our face doesn’t always succeed. We can be caught in a lie because our false face 

cannot fully contain our emotions, revealing a smile or a grimace that contradicts 

the emotional content of our deception. This is the source of Ekman’s famous 

FRQFHSW�RI�֥PLFURH[SUHVVLRQV֦֞EULHI�LFNHUV�RQ�WKH�IDFH�WKDW�VHHS�RXW�IURP�XQGHU�
our mask and betray our real feelings. A network television show, /LH�WR�0H, was 

based on Ekman’s research (and featured an Ekman-like character played by Tim 

Roth). The careful observation of microexpressions to detect lies was a recurring 

theme of the show.

)ULGOXQG֢V�EUHDN�ZLWK�(NPDQ֢V�VWDQFH�OHDGV�KLP�WR�D�UDGLFDOO\�GLHUHQW�PRGHO�RI�
facial expressions. He insists that faces have HYROYHG�WR�FRPPXQLFDWH�HࣽHFWLYHO\ in all 

situations. And they do so strategically. Every expression is motivated and does 

what it intends to do. All of them. No cracks, no mistakes. He writes:

All parts of our brains are equally evolved and act in coordinated fashion to 

promote our survival amid the social matrix into which we are born. Facial 

GLVSOD\V�KDYH�PHDQLQJV�LQ�WKH�VRFLDO�FRQWH[W�RI�WKHLU�LVVXDQFH��DQG�WKH\�UHHFW�
not any ‘true’ selfor hermetic emotions [slipping out involuntarily] but one’s 

PRWLYHV�ZLWKLQ�D�VSHFLF�FRQWH[W�RI�LQWHUDFWLRQ��)ULGOXQG������������



124 Rationalist Nostalgia

CAPACIOUS

Leys summarizes the contours of Fridlund’s position like this: “humans and non-

human animals produce facial behaviors or displays when it is strategically ad-

vantageous for them to do so and not at other times” (Leys 2017, 128). Our faces, 

IRU�)ULGOXQG��DQG�/H\V"���FDQ�QHYHU�JLYH�XV�DZD\��:KDW�ORRNV�OLNH�D�PLVWDNH�LV�
actually there for a reason. There are no microexpressions, no Freudian slips, no 

tells. In other words, all facial expressions are “intentional” in the sense that they 

transparently express a “motive.”

For the moment, let’s step back from the psychological debate about whether facial 

expressions can ever reveal an emotional truth we are trying to conceal. What is 

immediately apparent is that this use of intention is not the same as “intention-

ality” in the technical, philosophical sense. It’s true that Fridlund is interested in 

the study of “intention movements”—a phenomenon observed by psychologists 

DQG�]RRORJLVWV�GHQHG�DV�֥LQFLSLHQW�DFWV�ZH�HPLW� MXVW�EHIRUH�ZH�DFW� LQ�HDUQHVW�
DQQRXQF>LQJ@�RXU�LQWHQWLRQV�֦ �OLNH�D�FOHQFKHG�VW�UDLVHG�EHIRUH�D�SXQFK��)ULGOXQG�
1994, 64). And he argues that intention movements are adaptive responses rather 

than unintended cracks in an attempted deception. We might signal an aggres-

sive intention in advance of an attack to try to, in Fridlund’s account, “establish 

PDWLQJ�SULRULW\�ZLWKRXW�D�FRVWO\�JKW֦��)ULGOXQG���������I����,�GLVFXVV�ZK\�KH�
does this, and why I think he’s wrong, below.)

%XW�LQ�GRLQJ�WKLV��)ULGOXQG�XQDPELJXRXVO\�GLHUHQWLDWHV�KLV�GLVFXVVLRQ�RI�LQWHQ-

tion as “a promise or stated purpose” from the philosophical sense of intention 

as “the function or ‘aboutness’ of an act” (61, fn. 1). Most importantly, in his use 

of this vocabulary, “neither humans nor nonhumans have to NQRZ�what they 

intend” (ibid., emphasis original).7 So the level of “intentionality” is not pinned 

to a conscious “intact person,” but to an organism, assembled from evolution-

ary imperatives. “Again,” he reiterates later, as part of an argument that infants 

use communicative signals with their caregivers in motivated ways, “my use of 

‘motive’ and ‘intention’ implies no necessary awareness or volition” (134, fn. 6).

This undercuts Leys’ entire argument that Fridlund is arguing for “intentions” 

qua human meanings that are “sensitive to reasons.” “Fridlund’s fundamental in-

sight,” she presses, “was precisely that, in light of the new ethology, facial displays 

must be understood as intentional-communicative signals,” or “intentional move-

PHQWV�VHUYLQJ�YDULRXV�VRFLDO�PRWLYHV֦��/H\V�������������%XW�/H\V�KDV�FRQDWHG�
the philosophical sense of intentionality (ZKHWKHU�D�PHQWDO�HYHQW�KDV�DQ�DVVRFLDWHG�



125Donovan O. Schaefer

REMHFW) and the conventional sense of intentionality (ZKDW�ZH�GR�RQ�SXUSRVH�EHFDXVH�
ZH�ZDQW�VRPHWKLQJ). Her insistence that Fridlund leads us out of the darkness of 

“anti-intentionalism” by making the objects of our feelings accessible to “intact 

SHUVRQV֦�LV�ZLOGO\�R�WKH�PDUN��)ULGOXQG�H[SUHVVO\�GHQLHV�WKDW�WKH�֥LQWHQWLRQV֦�
KH֢V�WDONLQJ�DERXW�DUH��RI�QHFHVVLW\�LQ�RXU�HOG�RI�DZDUHQHVV��2Q�WKH�RFFDVLRQ�RI�
DQ�DFFLGHQW�RI�YRFDEXODU\��/H\V�FRPELQHV�WZR�VFLHQWLF�SKLORVRSKLFDO�FRQYHUVD-
tions that are talking past each other. This leads her to misrepresent the way her 

NH\VWRQH�VFLHQWLF�LQIRUPDQW�LV�DFWXDOO\�IUDPLQJ�KLV�SURMHFW�

7KH�$GDSWDWLRQLVW�)DOODF\

7KH�DZV�LQ�WKH�FRQFHSWXDO�IRXQGDWLRQ�RI�/H\V֢�SURMHFW�UXQ�HYHQ�GHHSHU��WKRXJK��
This is because the innovation that leads to Fridlund’s breakthrough—which 

alone, according to Leys, can rescue the psychology of emotion—is set in mo-

tion by none other than the evolutionary psychologist Richard Dawkins. Leys 

breaks with decades of humanistic pushback on sociobiology and blithely accepts 

Fridlund’s assumption that everything we do must be for the goal of reproduc-

WLYH�֥WQHVV֦��DQG�KHQFH�WKHUH�FDQ�EH�QR�DFFLGHQWV�RI�H[SUHVVLRQ��XQFKDQJHG�DQG�
unchallenged.

Leys sees Dawkins as making Fridlund’s “intentionalist” revolution possible. As 

we’ve seen, Fridlund is not actually interested in the question of whether emo-

tions have objects. He’s interested in how organisms do things “on purpose” 

rather than by mistake. Dawkins is the same. To get here, Leys misrepresents a 

key feature of Dawkins’ thought, making it seem like he is interested in “intact 

persons” as the locus of motivation. Leys summarizes Dawkins’ argument in his 

1976 book 7KH�6HOࣾVK�*HQH as follows: “in order to attain reproductive success, 

individuals do not act for the good of the group but in their own interests” (Leys 

2017, 226). But that’s not what Dawkins says. It’s right there in the title of his 

book: Dawkins’ argument is that genes operating EHQHDWK�WKH�OHYHO�RI�WKH�LQWHUHVWV�
RI�WKH�LQGLYLGXDO�DUH�VHOVK�

7KLV�LV�ZK\�WKH�UVW�FKDSWHU�RI�7KH�6HOࣾVK�*HQH is dedicated to accounting for 

DOWUXLVP֞D�WUHDFKHURXV�SUREOHP�IRU�'DZNLQV֢�WKHRU\֞LQ�WHUPV�RI�JHQH�VHOVK-

QHVV��:K\�GR�PRWKHUV�DFURVV�WKH�DQLPDO�NLQJGRP�VDFULFH�WKHPVHOYHV�IRU�WKHLU�
\RXQJ"�:K\�GR�PRQNH\V�HPLW�DODUP�VRXQGV�LQ�WKH�SUHVHQFH�RI�D�SUHGDWRU�WKDW�
ULVNV�GUDZLQJ�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�WKH�YRFDOL]HU"�%HFDXVH��'DZNLQV�WHOOV�XV��֥ERWK�LQGL-
YLGXDO�VHOVKQHVV�DQG�LQGLYLGXDO�DOWUXLVP�DUH�H[SODLQHG�E\�WKH�IXQGDPHQWDO�ODZ�
[of] JHQH�VHOࣾVKQHVV” (Dawkins 2016, 8). Genes operate for their own good or for 

WKH�JRRG�RI�WKHLU�LGHQWLFDO�FRSLHV֞ZKLFK�PHDQV�WKH\�ZLOO�SURWHFW�FRQVSHFLFV�
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or kin to save copies of themselves. Individual organisms are the useful idiots 

of genes seeking to replicate themselves by any means necessary. If genes think 

they can make or save more copies of themselves in RWKHU�KRVWV�E\�VDFULFLQJ�WKHLU�
FXUUHQW�KRVW, they’ll do so in a heartbeat. Individuals are actually subordinate to the 

GLFWDWRUVKLS�RI�VHOVK�JHQHV��ZKLFK�EULQJ�WKHLU�RZQ�DJHQGD�WR�WKH�WDEOH�

&ODLPLQJ�'DZNLQV�DV�D�JXUH�ZKR�DXWKRUL]HV�WKH�LQWHQWLRQDOLW\�RI�֥LQWDFW�SHU-
sons,” as Leys understands it, is fox-in-the-henhouse reasoning. With a straight 

face, Leys invokes Dawkins, who repeatedly refers to humans as “survival ma-

chines” for genes, to rescue the realm of human “meanings.” Fridlund is cozy 

with Dawkins’ approach precisely because Fridlund is interested in the ways the 

“intentions” he’s identifying in facial displays GRQյW have to be “known” to the 

individuals expressing them. They’re evolutionary mechanisms that are driven by 

VXE�SHUVRQDO imperatives. “All parts of our brains are equally evolved,” he writes, 

“and act in coordinated fashion to promote our survival amid the social matrix 

into which we are born.” (Fridlund 1994, 294) Notice that it is “parts of brains” 

in this scenario that are exhibiting intentionality, not the “intact person with his 

or her intentions and meanings” (Leys 2017, 16).

%XW� LVQ֢W�/H\V�KDOI�ULJKW� LQ�KHU� VXPPDU\�RI� WKH�'DZNLQV�)ULGOXQG�SRVLWLRQ"�
6XUHO\�JHQHV�GLUHFW�LQGLYLGXDOV�WR�EHKDYH�VHOVKO\�RIWHQ�HQRXJK"�0D\EH��EXW�LW֢V�
LPSRUWDQW� WR�XQGHUOLQH�WKDW�JHQH�VHOVKQHVV�� WRR�� LV�D�FRQWHVWHG�FRQFHSW��7KLV�
opens onto another area where Leys mischaracterizes the complexity of a live 

VFLHQWLF�GHEDWH��%RWK�JHQH�OHYHO�VHOHFWLRQ�DQG�LQGLYLGXDO�OHYHO�VHOHFWLRQ�VWXPEOH�
into a wider conceptual problem: rigid DGDSWDWLRQLVP.

/H\V�FODLPV�WKDW��RQ�DUULYDO�LQ�WKH�PLG�����V��֥'DZNLQV֢V�VHOVK�JHQH�DSSURDFK�WR�
natural selection immediately transformed the classical view of animal signaling” 

�/H\V�������������7KLV�LV�D�EDLQJ�PLVUHSUHVHQWDWLRQ��DQG�,�GRXEW�HYHQ�'DZNLQV�
himself would claim such a sweeping victory. Dawkins’ work landed in the midst 

of an ongoing GHEDWH�ZLWKLQ�WKH�HOG�RI�]RRORJ\֞DQG�HYROXWLRQDU\�ELRORJ\�PRUH�
JHQHUDOO\֞DERXW� WKH�H[WHQW� WR�ZKLFK�GLHUHQW� IHDWXUHV�RI�RUJDQLVPV�FRXOG�EH�
H[SODLQHG�ZLWK�UHIHUHQFH�WR�WKHLU�LPSURYHPHQW�RI�DQ�RUJDQLVP֢V�RYHUDOO�WQHVV�8 

%XW�WKH�LQVLVWHQFH�RI�'DZNLQV�DQG�KLV�DOOLHV�RQ�PDNLQJ�VHOVKQHVV�WKH�RYHUULGLQJ�
SULRULW\�RI�JHQHV�ZDV�LWVHOI�D�VRUW�RI�VFLHQWLF�FRQVWUXFW��$V�IHPLQLVW�SKLORVRSKHU�
RI�VFLHQFH�(YHO\Q�)R[�.HOOHU�SRLQWV�RXW��WKH�VHOVK�JHQH�PRGHO�SUHVXSSRVHV�D�VXE-

ject that is “simultaneously autonomous and oppositional” (Keller 1991, 87). The 
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JHQH�LQ�'DZNLQV֢�WDEOHDX�EHDUV�D�VXVSLFLRXV�UHVHPEODQFH�WR�WKH�VHOVK��DFTXLVLWLYH��
UXWKOHVVO\�HௗFLHQW�FDSLWDO�6�6XEMHFW�DW�WKH�FHQWHU�RI�WKH�FDSLWDOLVW�LPDJLQDWLRQ�

This helps us identify a distinct problem with Dawkins’ theory. Organic evolution 

LV�QRW�QHDUO\�DV�HFRQRPLFDO��VWUHDPOLQHG��RU�HௗFLHQW�DV�'DZNLQV�ZRXOG�KDYH�LW��
As Keller points out, selection operates on PXOWLSOH levels at all times (the gene, 

yes, but also the individual and the group)—not to mention in multiple timescales 

DQG�RQ�XFWXDWLQJ�HFRORJLFDO� ODQGVFDSHV��)RU�WKLV�UHDVRQ��RUJDQLVPV�SURGXFHG�
E\�HYROXWLRQ�DUHQ֢W�WKH�K\SHU�HௗFLHQW�VSHFLPHQV�DGDSWDWLRQLVWV�LPDJLQH�XV�WR�EH��
In 1978, a few years after 7KH�6HOࣾVK�*HQH�was published, the biologists Stephen 

Jay Gould and Richard Lewontin skewered adaptationism as what they called 

the “Panglossian paradigm”—the evolutionary equivalent of Voltaire’s character 

of Dr. Pangloss, able to interpret any feature of the world, no matter how unsa-

vory (venereal disease, for instance), as somehow necessary for this, the best of 

all possible worlds (Gould & Lewontin 1979, 583).

Gould and Lewontin called instead for attention to the strangeness of evolution, 

to the way organisms emerge as convergences of accidents rather than perfectly 

sculpted artifacts of natural selection. Take their famous concept of “spandrels,” 

for instance. These are all the evolutionary oddities we observe in organisms 

WKDW�GRQ֢W�VHHP�WR�W�WKH�SLFWXUH�RI�UXWKOHVVO\�HௗFLHQW�QDWXUDO�VHOHFWLRQ���0DOH�
nipples, tailbones, and appendixes, to give a few common examples.) Maybe 

these spandrels were once useful, but no longer, or maybe they’ve been repur-

SRVHG�IURP�VRPH�ROGHU��QRZ�REVROHWH�IXQFWLRQ��2U�SHUKDSV�WKH\֢UH�VLGH�HHFWV�
of the structural limitations of an organism’s body plan. The point is that not 

HYHU\�IHDWXUH�RI�HYHU\�RUJDQLVP�KDV�EHHQ�VKDUSHQHG�WR�D�QH�SRLQW��*RXOG�DQG�
Lewontin label their approach “pluralism”—open to adaptationist explanations of 

phenomena, but keeping the possibility of non-adaptationist interpretations live. 

It’s evolution as genealogy—an accumulation of accidents—rather than as Whig 

history—a machine for producing perfection.

This brings us back to the facial expression debate. Dawkins’ controversial ad-

DSWDWLRQLVW�SHUVSHFWLYH֞LQWHUSUHWLQJ�DOO�WKH�GLHUHQW�IHDWXUHV�RI�DQ�RUJDQLVP�DV�
in alignment with a functional QHHG�exhibited at the level of gene propagation—

becomes the core of Fridlund’s approach. For Fridlund, organisms GRQյW�PDNH�
PLVWDNHV��7KH�֥VHOVK�JHQH�DSSURDFK�WR�HWKRORJ\�֦ �/H\V�H[SODLQV��֥VWUHVVHG�WKH�LGHD�
WKDW�IURP�WKH�SRLQW�RI�YLHZ�RI�WKH�LQGLYLGXDO�RU�JHQH�LW�ZRXOG�QRW�EH�EHQHFLDO�
for the signaler to signal his or her intentions at all times” (Leys 2017, 227). This 

is why Fridlund is interested in “intention movements.” Even these involuntary 

(and, contra Leys, totally unconscious) signals are EHQHࣾFLDO for the organism 

(or its genes). As Fridlund writes, involuntary indicators of our inner states that 
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undermine our survival purposes “would be extinguished early in phylogeny in 

the service of deception, economy, and privacy.” (Fridlund 1994, 132) No micro-

expressions. No cracks in the mask. Organisms are just too good at what they do.

As another adaptationist philosopher has argued, we must treat every feature of a 

living organism as “a product of a process of UHDVRQHG�design development, a series 

of FKRLFHV�among alternatives, in which the GHFLVLRQV�reached were those GHHPHG�
EHVW�by the designers” (Dennett 1995, 230, emphasis original).9 Finely wrought 

pieces of evolutionary machinery that we are, we couldn’t possibly undermine 

RXU�RZQ�DZOHVVO\�FDOLEUDWHG�JRDOV��7KH�OLWWOH�SUHPRQLWLRQV�RI�RXU�GHVLUHV�WKDW�
we’re unaware of—“intention movements”—are part of a fundamentally adaptive 

communicative system. Fridlund even goes so far as to suggest that people who 

have “tells” that make them bad liars are actually helping themselves by allowing 

possible trading partners to trust them more in the long run (Fridlund 1994, 

138). This is the kind of extremist interpretation a strong adaptationist posture 

LQHYLWDEO\�OHDGV�WR֞WDNLQJ�REYLRXVO\�QRQEHQHFLDO�EHKDYLRUV�DQG�UHLQWHUSUHWLQJ�
them as adaptive.

These are all hallmarks of adaptationist hypotheses. They’re not QHFHVVDULO\ wrong, 

but they are, at best, only one angle of interpretation among many. A pluralist 

approach would keep open the possibility that an organism may well XQLQWHQ-
WLRQDOO\ send signals in a way that is evolutionarily maladaptive. Unlike rigid 

adaptationism, it countenances the conclusion that not every feature of an or-

ganism can be subsumed into an adaptationist explanatory frame. And that’s the 

crux of the dispute between Ekman and Fridlund. Are facial expressions perfectly 

sculpted mechanisms and therefore incapable of self-betrayal (Fridlund), or do 

WKH\�VRPHWLPHV�IDOWHU��GHVSLWH�RXU�EHVW�HRUWV�WR�GHFHLYH�WKRVH�DURXQG�XV��(NPDQ�"�
)RU�DOO�/H\V֢�EDHPHQW�DV�WR�ZK\���VW�FHQWXU\�SV\FKRORJLVWV�KDYH�RYHUORRNHG�
Fridlund’s brilliance, she doesn’t seem to consider the possibility that his funda-

PHQWDO�IUDPHZRUN�UHOLHV�RQ�TXHVWLRQDEOH�VFLHQWLF�DVVXPSWLRQV�

5DWLRQDOLVW�1RVWDOJLD

Whether we’re talking about the debates around intentionalism, emotion, or 

HYROXWLRQ��WKH�ERWWRP�OLQH�LV�WKDW�WKHVH�VFLHQWLF�FRQYHUVDWLRQV�DUH�FRPSOLFDWHG��
Leys’ method of taking a spread of rambunctious debates and melding them into 

a single conversation—then self-assuredly insisting that there’s a single solution 
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WR�[�WKHP�DOO�LQ�RQH�IHOO�VZRRS֞OHDGV�WR�D�FRQFHSWXDO�WUDLQ�ZUHFN��$Q\�RQH�RI�
WKHVH�WRSLFV�RSHQV�RQWR�D�ODQGVFDSH�RI�VHULRXV�GHEDWH�DPRQJ�PDQ\�YLDEOH�VFLHQWLF�
positions. Leys’ insistence that adopting something called “intentionalism” solves 

every one of these disparate problems gets us nowhere. Neither genealogy nor 

FULWLTXH�LV�VDWLVHG�

Leys’ focus on emotion psychology, though, hides her fundamental political in-

WHUHVW��%H\RQG�UHIHUULQJ�DOO�FKDOOHQJHUV�WR�KHU�VFLHQFH�EDFN�WR�)ULGOXQG�DV�WKH�QDO�
word on emotional display, she’s ultimately QRW all that interested in the conceptual 

intelligibility of these concepts. Her real concern is about the nature of political 

reason. What keeps Leys up at night is the collapse of a public sphere governed 

by rational argument.

֥>(@QWKXVLDVP�IRU�DHFW�WKHRU\�֦ �VKH�ZULWHV�DW�WKH�ERRN֢V�RXWVHW��֥WHQGV�WR�EOLQG�
SHRSOH�WR�WKH�SROLWLFDO�VWDNHV�LQYROYHG֦��/H\V�����������6KH�UHMHFWV�֥(NPDQ֢V�DHFW�
program theory and related ideas” because it “marginalizes the intact person with 

his or her intentions and meanings” (16). She endorses the literary theorist Walter 

Benn Michaels’s ongoing pushback on “postmodernism” and its “replacement of 

LGHRORJLFDO�GLVDJUHHPHQWV��RU�FRQLFWV�RYHU�EHOLHI�DQG�PHDQLQJ��ZLWK�GLHUHQFHV�
LQ�RXU�IHHOLQJV�RU�ERGLHV�SURGXFHV�DQ�LQGLHUHQFH�WR�SROLWLFDO�RU�HWKLFDO�GLVSXWH֦�
�������$HFW�WKHRU\�LV�MXVW�DQRWKHU�YHUVLRQ��IRU�KHU��RI�WKH�JUHDW�SRVWPRGHUQ�VDE-

otage of our once-glorious public conversation.

7KLV�LV�ZK\�VKH�DFFXVHV�-DQH�%HQQHWW�RI�SUHVHQWLQJ�D�SLFWXUH�RI�DHFW�WKDW�֥PDNHV�
it hard to imagine what parliamentary debate would look like,” since “for Ben-

nett, debate over ideology is irrelevant” (349). Responding to Elizabeth Wilson 

in the early-2010s &ULWLFDO�,QTXLU\�symposium on her original essay, Leys blasts 

Wilson’s book $ࣽHFW�DQG�$UWLࣾFLDO�,QWHOOLJHQFH��in which “readers are encouraged… 

WR�XQGHUWDNH�D�PRGH�RI�DHFWLYH�FULWLFLVP�LQ�ZKLFK�֡FDULQJ֢�DQG�֡HPSDWKHWLF֢�DW-
tachment to the objects of inquiry take the place of judgment and critique” (Leys 

������������0DNLQJ�DHFW�FHQWUDO�REVFXUHV�ZKDW�ZH�VKRXOG�UHDOO\ be talking about, 

for Leys, namely, “whether or not particular beliefs or opinions are true, or even 

worth taking seriously” (Leys 2017, 346).

6R�WKLV�LV�ZKDW�LW�DOO�ERLOV�GRZQ�WR��/H\V֢�FULWLFLVP�RI�DHFW�WKHRU\�LV��DW�KHDUW��
nothing more than another version of the boilerplate reactionary bristling at 

֥SRVWPRGHUQLVP֦�DV�DQ�DURQW�WR�FDSLWDO�5�5HDVRQ��WKH�GLVVROXWLRQ�RI�WKH�֥LQWDFW�
person” as the key element of liberal society. Her line of thinking is perfectly 

in sync with all the swaggering “rationalists” of the public sphere, the Jordan 

Petersons, Stephen Pinkers, and Richard Dawkinses of the world, who want to 

VWLHQ�RXU� VSLQHV� IRU�UHDVRQHG�GHEDWH��ZKLFK�WKH\�FODLP�RQFH�UXOHG�XV� �ZKHQ�
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ZDV�WKDW��H[DFWO\"��EXW�ZKLFK�KDV� IDOOHQ�DZD\��:KDW� WKLV�FRPSDQ\֞LQFOXGLQJ�
Leys—misses is that “rationality” always comes along with its RZQ genealogy. 

We think a certain way because of the weaving lines of history that converge on 

our moment, our place, our bodies. They refuse the possibility that what seems 

like neutral reason WR�WKHP is, in fact, a dynamic sedimentation of priorities and 

YDOHQFHV֞LQFOXGLQJ�DHFWLYH�YDOHQFHV��,W֢V�WKH�ROGHVW�WULFN�LQ�WKH�ERRN��ZKDW�VHHPV�
obvious from your perspective ascends to the pantheon as Reason itself; anyone 

who thinks otherwise is just, well, irrational.

This is why Leys is so eager for “intentionality”—in the psychological sense—to 

slip over into the completely unrelated question of UDWLRQDOLW\��“[A]dopting Tom-

NLQV֢V�VHSDUDWLRQ�RI�WKH�DHFWV�IURP�RXU�FRJQLWLRQV�DQG֯�WUHDWLQJ�WKH�DHFWV�DV�
QRQLQWHQWLRQDO�VWDWHV�֦ �VKH�ZULWHV��֥LPSOLFLWO\�GHDWHV�RU�HOLPLQDWHV�GLVDJUHHPHQWV�
over ideas in favor of an emphasis on what we feel or who we are, a position that 

DOORZV�FRQFHUQ�ZLWK�DHFW�DQG�LGHQWLW\�WR�WUXPS�GHEDWHV�RYHU�WKH�ULJKWQHVV�RU�
ZURQJQHVV�RI�ZKDW�ZH�EHOLHYH֦��/H\V������������$HFW֢V�֥DQWL�LQWHQWLRQDOLVP�֦ �VKH�
WKLQNV��GLUHFWO\�UDPLHV�LQWR�D�IDXOW\�SXEOLF�VSKHUH�WKDW�REOLWHUDWHV�DQ\�SODWIRUP�
for dialogue.

2Q�VRPH� OHYHO�� WKLV� LV� MXVW�NQHH�MHUN� OLEHUDOLVP��FOLQJLQJ�WR� WKH�FWLRQ�RI� WKH�
self-transparent, autonomous, rational subject—the subject adumbrated by Leys’ 

LGLRV\QFUDWLF�GHQLWLRQ�RI�֥LQWHQWLRQDOLW\֦֞HYHQ�DIWHU�WKLV�SLFWXUH�RI�WKH�VXEMHFW�
has been challenged by scholars in the humanities (and the sciences) for centuries. 

%XW�ZKDW�/H\V�IXQGDPHQWDOO\�IDLOV�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�LV�WKDW�DHFW�WKHRU\��WR�WKH�H[WHQW�
that the term names a unity, doesn’t call for a public sphere oblivious to reason. 

,W�LV�QRW��E\�DQG�ODUJH��QRUPDWLYH��$HFW�WKHRU\�GLDJQRVHV��QDPHV��DQG�VWXGLHV�
the public sphere WKDW�ZH�DOUHDG\�KDYH—that we have DOZD\V had, and always will 

have—because whatever rationality is, it is only one dimension of our embodied 

life, and so too is the multifarious public sphere unfurling between our bodies. 

$V�3HGZHOO�ZULWHV��֥FULWLFDO�DHFW�VFKRODUV�KDYH�VRXJKW�WR�UHWKLQN�WKH�PHDQLQJ�RI�
key concepts such as ‘feeling’, ‘thought’, and ‘agency’, and to challenge critical 

theory to think in more relational, processual, and speculative ways” (Pedwell 

2020, 5). This doesn’t mean abandoning conversation, argument, and debate. But 

it does mean recognizing that the pushes and pulls of feeling are always with us, 

even and especially when what we’re thinking and saying feels totally neutral.
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Conclusion

0\�DUJXPHQW�KHUH�LV�WKDW�/H\V֢�DQDO\VLV�WDNHV�D�YRODWLOH�VFLHQWLF�GHEDWH�DQG�DW-
tempts to resolve it from the outside, then repackages that resolution for outsiders 

WR�WKH�HOG�DV�LI�WKH�GHEDWH�KDG�DOUHDG\�VWLOOHG��7R�DSSRLQW�RQHVHOI�DV�WKH�DSRVWOH�
of the emotion sciences to the humanities and then use that position to hawk an 

idiosyncratic interpretation of that science isn’t just a Whig history; it’s a polemic 

that tries to disguise that it is a polemic, a move that is regrettably typical of so 

many adoptions of the sciences into humanistic conversations.

7KHUH�DUH�SOHQW\�RI�YLDEOH�DQG�LQWHUHVWLQJ�FULWLTXHV�RI�DHFW�WKHRU\֞PDQ\�FUH-

DWHG�E\�DHFW� WKHRULVWV� WKHPVHOYHV��$V� IDU�EDFN�DV�������6HGJZLFN�DQG�)UDQN�
H[SUHVVHG�VNHSWLFLVP�WKDW�'HOHX]LDQ�DSSURDFKHV�WR�DHFW�FRXOG�IXOO\�FDSWXUH�WKH�
richness of human experience (Sedgwick 2003, 113). Sara Ahmed articulated her 

own concerns, along similar lines, a few years later. (Ahmed 2004a, 39, en. 4) 

Lauren Berlant sidesteps Sedgwick’s interest in anti-constructionist approaches to 

DHFW�E\�HPSKDVL]LQJ�WKDW��IRU�KHU��֥WKH�HYLGHQFH�VXJJHVWV�D�GLVWLQFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�
D�VWUXFWXUH�RI�DHFW�DQG�ZKDW�ZH�FDOO�WKDW�DHFW�ZKHQ�ZH�HQFRXQWHU�LW֦��%HUODQW�
2011, 158). In my own work I have made a point that I think resonates with Leys’ 

FRQFHUQV��QDPHO\��WKDW�DHFW�WKHRU\�QHHGV�D�EHWWHU�DFFRXQW�RI�KRZ�NQRZOHGJH�
is clinched by feeling (Schaefer 2017; 2022). There’s a whole range of positions 

LQ�WKH�OLWHUDWXUH�RQ�WKH�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�DHFW�DQG�WKRXJKW��PXFK�DV�WKHUH�LV�
across the psychology of emotion. I can imagine Leys being sympathetic to many 

of these viewpoints, yet she cites none of them, preferring to paint a monolithic 

YHUVLRQ�RI�DHFW�WKHRU\�XQLWHG�E\�WKH�JUDQG�YLFH�RI�֥DQWL�LQWHQWLRQDOLVP�֦

Leys needs the intentional approach—intentional in the sense of “on purpose,” not 

in the technical, philosophical sense—because she needs individuals. She sees it as 

a moral imperative that we have “intact persons”—liberal subjects, autonomous 

agents, which she presumes are the only viable foundations of a functioning 

public sphere. This is why she ends up on the same frequency as Dawkins and 

)ULGOXQG��ZKLOH�VWLOO�PLVUHDGLQJ�WKHP�RYHUDOO���7KH�VXSUHPHO\�VHOVK�6XEMHFW�ZLWK�
LWV�PLOLWDUL]HG�ERUGHUV�DQG�DFTXLVLWLYH�H[SHUWLVH֞WKH�VFLHQWLF�FRQVWUXFW�IHPLQLVW�
critics have excavated from the foundations of adaptationist sociobiology, what 

6\OYLD�:\QWHU�KDV�DVWXWHO\�LGHQWLHG�DV�WKH�JXUH�RI�FDSLWDO�0�֥0DQ֦֞LV�UHDOO\�
the LQGLYLGXDO par excellence. (Wynter 2003) That’s the Subject built by Dawkins’ 

VHOVK�JHQHV��DW�OHDVW�LQ�WKH�SRSXODU�PLVUHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�RI�KLV�ZRUN�WKDW�/H\V�WURWV�
RXW��,W�LV�WKLV�IRUWLHG�6XEMHFW�WKDW�/H\V�ZDQWV�XV�WR�UHWXUQ�WR��DQG�LW�LV��,�KDYH�
DUJXHG�� WKH�WKUHDW� WR� WKH� LURQFODG� LQWHJULW\�RI� WKLV�6XEMHFW�SUHVHQWHG�E\�DHFW�
theory that has prompted her attack.
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CAPACIOUS

I know I have been sharply critical of Leys’ analysis here. But I want to end on 

a note of appreciation. Leys’ core concern, I believe, must be taken seriously. 

$HFW�WKHRU\�UHDOO\�GRHV need to talk about what it means to move beyond the 

OLEHUDO� VXEMHFW��$HFW�WKHRU\��EHFDXVH� LW�SD\V�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�IDFWRUV� WKDW�DUH�RQO\�
partially present to consciousness, often takes as its form of analysis “<RX�VD\�WKDW�
\RXU�DFWLRQV�DQG�EHOLHIV�DUH�PRWLYDWHG�E\�x��EXW�UHDOO\�WKH\�DUH�DERXW�y.” This genre 

GLGQ֢W�HPHUJH�ZLWK�DHFW�WKHRU\��,W�KDV�EHHQ�WKH�RULHQWDWLRQ�RI�FULWLTXH�IRU�����
years—dialectics (material and otherwise), psychoanalysis, genealogy, post-struc-

turalism, and even (especially) evolutionary psychology, to name a few, have all 

WUDௗFNHG�LQ�WKH�VDPH�DQDO\WLF�PDQHXYHU��2QH�RI�DHFW�WKHRU\֢V�LQQRYDWLRQV�LV�WR�
elevate the semi-opaque dynamic between awareness, motivation, and self to the 

level of a major motif. Leys has raised an important concern about what happens 

when we walk away from the sovereign liberal subject in a social, political, and 

cultural framework in which liberal common sense as a given. Pressing against 

WKLV�FWLRQ�KDV�FRQVHTXHQFHV��DQG�VFKRODUV�ZRUNLQJ�RQ�DHFW�FDQ�EHQHW�IURP�
/H\V֢�FDOO�IRU�D�VHOI�UHH[LYH�FRQYHUVDWLRQ�DERXW�WKH�SROLWLFV�DQG�HWKLFV�RI�DHFW�
as method.

(QGQRWHV

1��$�UHYLHZ�RI�WKH�)RXUWK�(GLWLRQ�RI�WKH�*XLOIRUG�+DQGERRN�RI�(PRWLRQV�IURP������VKRZV�WKDW�)ULGOXQG�
LV�FLWHG�IUHTXHQWO\��WKRXJK�SULPDULO\�ZLWK�UHIHUHQFH�WR�KLV�EURDGHU�WKHRU\�RI�KRZ�H[SUHVVLRQV�DUH�PRGX-
ODWHG�IRU�VWUDWHJLF�SXUSRVHV��QRW�ZLWK�UHIHUHQFH�WR�WKH�TXHVWLRQ�RI�LQWHQWLRQDOLW\��7KLV�LV�FRQVLVWHQW�ZLWK�
WKH�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ�WKDW�)ULGOXQG�LV�XVLQJ�WKH�ZRUG�ÙLQWHQWLRQDOLW\Ú�YHU\�GLIIHUHQWO\�IURP�WKH�ZD\�/H\V�LV��DV�
GLVFXVVHG�EHORZ�

2��7R�/H\V×�FUHGLW��VKH�DOVR�DFNQRZOHGJHV�(YH�.RVRIVN\�6HGJZLFN�DV�D�ÙEULOOLDQW�OLWHUDU\�FULWLFÚ�HYHQ�DV�
VKH�VHWV�XS�KHU�GLVDJUHHPHQWV�ZLWK�KHU�

3��Ascent of Affect�LV��LQ�PDQ\�ZD\V��DQ�H[WHQVLRQ�DQG�HODERUDWLRQ�RI�HDUOLHU�FULWLFLVPV�/H\V�KDG�OHYHOHG�
DJDLQVW�6HGJZLFN�RQ�WKH�WRSLF�RI�VKDPH�LQ�WKH�IRUP�RI�D�VXVWDLQHG�DWWDFN�RQ�7RPNLQV��ZKR�LQVSLUHG�
PXFK�RI�6HGJZLFN×V�ZRUN��/H\V�������

4��6XPPDUL]LQJ�7RPNLQV��/H\V�ZULWHV�WKDW�LQ�KLV�PRGHO�ÙWKH�QHUYRXV�V\VWHP�LV�XQGHUVWRRG�WR�EH�ÖZLUHG�
GLUHFWO\�WR�WKH�RQVHW�RI�WKH�GDQJHU×Ú��/H\V������������1RWH�WKH�HPEHGGHG�TXRWDWLRQ�LQ�WKDW�SDVVDJH��
2QH�PLJKW�DVVXPH�WKLV�TXRWDWLRQ�LV�IURP�7RPNLQV��SHUKDSV�RIIHULQJ�D�VWDWHPHQW�RI�KLV�RZQ�SRVLWLRQ��
%XW�LW×V�DFWXDOO\�D�SDVVDJH�IURP�DQ�DUWLFOH�E\�0DVVXPLÕDQ�DUWLFOH�WKDW�GRHV�QRW�FLWH�7RPNLQV��ZULWWHQ�
E\�DQ�DXWKRU�ZKR�KDV�QHYHU�PDGH�XVH�RI�7RPNLQV��7KLV�LV�FKDUDFWHULVWLF�RI�KRZ�/H\V�UHFNOHVVO\�FRQ-
æDWHV�ZLGHO\�GLYHUJHQW�VWUDQGV�RI�WKH�OLWHUDWXUH�

5��6HH�)UDQN�	�:LOVRQ�������&K�����HVS���������IRU�D�PRUH�GHWDLOHG�UHEXWWDO�RI�/H\V×�FKDUDFWHUL]DWLRQ�RI�
7RPNLQV×�WKRXJKW��6HH�DOVR�6FKDHIHU������

6��/H\V�VHHPV�WR�KDYH�QRW�RQO\�UHDG�)ULGOXQG×V�ERRN��EXW�LQWHUYLHZHG�KLP��DQG�RQO\�KLP��LQ�WKH�SURFHVV�
RI�ZULWLQJ�7KH�$VFHQW�RI�$IIHFW��3HUVRQDO�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�ZLWK�KLP�LV�FLWHG�DERXW�WHQ�WLPHV�WKURXJKRXW�
WKH�ERRN�



133'RQRYDQ�2��6FKDHIHU

7��/H\V�KDV�QRWLFHG�WKLV�IRRWQRWH�DQG�FLWHV�LW��EXW�GHFOLQHV�WR�TXRWH�)ULGOXQG×V�H[SOLFLW�DVVHUWLRQ�WKDW�ZH�
GRQ×W�QHHG�WR�ÙNQRZÚ�ZKDW�ZH�LQWHQG��/H\V������������

8��6HH�6WHUHOQ\������RU�6FKDHIHU�������&K����IRU�DQ�RYHUYLHZ�

9��'HQQHWW�FDOOV�WKLV�SRVLWLRQ�WKH�ÙLQWHQWLRQDO�VWDQFH�Ú�EXW�QRWH�WKDW�KLV�XVH�RI�WKLV�ZRUG�GLIIHUV�DJDLQ�
IURP�ERWK�/H\V×�DQG�)ULGOXQG×V�UHVSHFWLYH�VHQVHV�
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