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Motivation: ‘emotional turn’

• The rise of virtue ethics – and what draws many people (not least women) to 
Aristotelian virtue ethics is the focus on virtuous emotions and the role of 
emotions in the good life (Hursthouse, Nussbaum)

• The cognitive turn in general psychology, esp. in the study of emotions: back to 
Aristotle

• The fall of a rationalist (Kohlbergian) paradigm in moral psychology: do moral 
emotions bridge the ‘gap’ to moral action?

• The ‘affective shift’ in moral education: the tide has turned from seeing emotions 
as interlopers in the realm of reason, and intruders in classrooms, towards 
acknowledging their role in the well-being of students – be that ‘well-being’ 
understood in psychological terms (subjective well-being, psychological health), 
moral terms (flourishing, character cultivation) or pure educational terms 
(effective learning, grade attainment). The rise of EQ/SEL, positive 
psychology/education, character education with a strong emotional focus
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Aristotle’s theory on the nature of emotions

Consensus: Cognitivist and componential theory
However, was he a judgementalist or a perceptualist cognitivist?
‘The emotion are those things through which, by undergoing change, people 
come to differ in their judgements [kriseis], and are accompanied by pain 
and pleasure’, Aristotle says (1378a20–21) – a specification which, at first 
sight at least, seems to place him in the judgementalist, rather than the 
perceptualist, camp 
However, for when it comes to characterising individual emotions, he 
typically circumvents the word krisis and relies rather on the verb 
phainesthai (‘to appear’), or its cognate noun, phantasia (‘appearance’). It 
seems, then, that to experience, say, compassion, one does not need to 
judge another person as having suffered undeserved misfortune but only 
perceive of such misfortune as having happened
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A possible reconciliation/
neo-Aristotelian reconstruction
• Aristotle could have made a distinction – along the lines of his model of the four 

causes – between the efficient cause (that we could call ‘the source’) of an 
emotion, and its formal cause (latching onto its formal object)

• It would seem agreeably Aristotelian to hold that the source (qua Aristotle’s 
efficient cause) of an episode of jealousy is, for example, the perception of a 
teacher attending more carefully to a fellow-student than to me: something 
appears to me, given who, what and where I am, as a relative disfavouring of me

• This perception then causes a krisis, in the sense of an evaluative thought rather 
than a full-blown judgement about undeserved differential treatment: a thought 
that draws the mind to the ‘formal cause’ (via the formal object) of the emotion 
of jealousy, and is then accompanied by the final cause of the emotion, its goal-
directed activity (showing jealousy, along with the material cause: mostly pain)

• So perception (efficient cause) elicits evaluative thought (formal cause) 
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Aristotle on virtuous emotions 

Emotional dispositions can, no less than action-dispositions, have an 
‘intermediate and best condition [...] proper to virtue’ – when 
emotions are felt ‘at the right times, about the right things, towards the 
right people, for the right end and in the right way’ (1106b17–35). If a 
relevant emotion is ‘too intense or slack’ for its present object, we are 
badly off in relation to it, but if it is intermediate, we are ‘well off’ 
(1105b26–28). And persons can be fully virtuous only if they are 
regularly disposed to experience emotions in this medial way…

The mediality (in the sense of neither being too intense nor too slack, 
too wide or too narrow, etc.) refers to (a) occasions, (b) objects, (c) 
people, (d) motive (i.e. goal) and (e) way (i.e. degree) 
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However, emotions are not full-blown virtues

• Specific episodic emotions do not constitute virtues any more than 
individual actions do. Rather, virtues are settled character states: 
hexeis. We are praised or blamed for our virtues and vices, but we ‘do 
not blame the person who is simply angry’ (1105b20–1106a7). The 
underlying idea is that we cannot control the experience of occurrent
emotions once the relevant emotional disposition to experience them 
is in place

• But dispositional emotions cannot be full-blown virtues either, but 
rather traits that are ‘characteristic of good people’ (1386b8–12). 
They are components of virtues (all but 3!): hence ‘virtuous 
emotions’ is a better term than ‘emotion virtues’
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Three categories of emotion

When one looks at the emotions that Aristotle describes, those fall 
broadly into three categories with respect to their targets: emotions 
directed at oneself (like pride), at other people (like compassion) or at 
external events (like fear). Notably missing from this list are any 
emotions directed at ideals or idealisations, such as beauty, truth and 
goodness in the abstract. There is no awe – either inspired by a 
heightened sense of beauty in art/nature, the mystic immensity of the 
universe or the unconditional goodness of an act of self-sacrifice

Aristotle was not inclined to seek the meaning and end of life outside 
it, as Plato did, and correspondingly did not think that detachment 
from appreciating contingent things and from associated emotions is 
what philosophy should teach people
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Walk the walk…

The purpose of moral inquiry ‘is not to know what virtue is, but to become 
good, since otherwise the inquiry would be of no benefit to us’ ([1103b27–
29]). 
In Aristotelianism, virtue education is not an extraneous addition to an 
understanding of morality or the study of moral philosophy – it is, rather, 
what such understanding and study are all about. 
As possessing virtues is what matters most for eudaimonia, and good 
education is meant to contribute to eudaimonia, then studying the virtues 
must be an integral part of any good education. 
It also means that emotional traits are to be justified morally as intrinsically 
important for the good life as a whole, not only as instrumentally important 
for some aspects of the moral life; even less so as just instrumentally 
important for non-moral aims, such as grade attainment or job success.
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Good character….

Good character is made up of virtues and a virtue, for Aristotle,  is that 
sort of active disposition (hexis) which sets a person to act or react in a 
mean, in situations involving choice (prohairesis), following reason 
(logos) as the person of practical wisdom (phronimos) does, in matters 
concerning emotions and actions 

Character education is understood predominantly, 

in its early stages at least, 

to involve emotional sensitisation
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Discourse analysis I - Theory

The four criteria:

• Valence: positive, negative, mixed

• Epistemology of value: rationalism (hard, soft) or sentimentalism 
(hard, soft)

• General aims of emotion education: moral or non-moral, intrinsically 
or instrumentally valuable

• Self-related goals Realist self (e.g. self-understanding, self-respect) or 
anti-realist self/self-concept (e.g. self-esteem, self-gratification)
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Discourses on emotion education, analysed according to four criteria. 

 Valence of 

emotions to 

be educated 

Epistemological 

assumptions 

about emotion 

and value 

General aim of 

emotion 

education 

Self-related 

goals/Technologies 

of selfhood 

Aristotelian 

character 

education 

Positive and 

negative (or 

distinction 

transcended) 

Soft rationalism Moral: intrinsic Self-understanding 

and self-respect 

Care ethics Mainly 

negative 

Soft 

sentimentalism 

(or soft 

rationalism) 

Moral: intrinsic 

and 

instrumentalist 

Self-relations 

SEL Mainly 

positive 

Soft 

sentimentalism 

(or soft 

rationalism) 

Non-moral and 

moral: 

instrumentalist 

Self-awareness and 

self-regulation 

Positive 

psychology 

Positive Soft 

sentimentalism 

Non-moral and 

moral: 

instrumentalist 

Self-gratification 

Emotion-

regulation 

discourse 

Positive and 

negative 

Soft rationalism 

(or soft 

sentimentalism) 

Non-moral and 

moral: 

instrumentalist 

Self-regulation 

Academic-

emotion 

discourse 

Mainly 

positive 

Soft rationalism 

(or soft 

sentimentalism) 

Non-moral Self-regulation and 

self-efficacy 

Social 

intuitionism 

Positive and 

negative 

Hard 

sentimentalism 

Non-moral Self-understanding 

and self-revisions 

 



Example of Aristotle…

• Valence: Mixed (or rejects dichotomy)

• Epistemology of value: Soft rationalism

• General aims of emotion education: Moral and intrinsically valuable

• Self-related goals: Realist self (e.g. self-understanding and self-
respect) but still ‘soft realism’ which includes the ‘mirror’ (self-
concept) as part of the ‘furniture’ of the self (underlying, real self). 
Self-conscious emotions as Janus-faced, e.g. pride.

Problems: Only music mentioned at the habituation stage; no clear 
idea of what emotional strategies work best at the phronesis stage…

(Similar analysis of four of the other six discourses in 2018 book)
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My discourse analysis II - Practice

The seven strategies:
• Behavioural strategies. E.g. stickers or sticks! (Aristotelians: not education 

but conditioning; at least Sherman’s take on EN)
• Cognitive/attentional reframing. E.g. finding alternatives in stories/poems 

(Aristotelians: yes, in Poetics)
• Ethos modification. E.g. nudging (Aristotelians: yes in Politics) 
• Habituation. E.g. service learning (Aristotelian: yes in EN)
• Direct teaching, e.g. learning what phronesis is (Aristotelians: yes in EN on 

intellectual virtues)
• Role-modelling. E.g. leaning through emulation (Aristotelians: yes in 

Rhetoric)
• Arts. E.g. music (Aristotelians: yes in Politics)
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Discourses on emotion education, analysed according to employment of educational strategies. 

 Behavioural 

strategies 

Ethos 

modification 

and emotion 

contagion 

Cognitive 

and/or 

attentional 

reframing 

Service 

learning/ 

Habituation 

Direct 

teaching 

Role- 

modelling 

Arts 

Aristotelian 

character 

education 

 x x x x x x 

Care ethics  x x x  x x 

SEL x x x  x  x 

Positive 

psychology 

  x     

Emotion-

regulation 

discourse 

x x x     

Academic-

emotion 

discourse 

x x x     

Social 

intuitionism 

x x  x   x 

 

 



Conclusion

Historically interesting and philosophically illuminating – but exactly 
what is its practical relevance today for the psychology and education 
of emotions?

• Cognitive components of (at least some) emotions

• Evaluations of emotions must be multi-componential

• Study of views of both the ‘many’ and ‘the wise’

• Emotion education must target mediality; even the ‘best’ of emotions 
can have excess forms

EXAMPLE: GRATITUDE RESEARCH (LIZ GULLIFORD)
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Applying Aristotle’s Ideas in Psychology & 
Education: Gratitude
• Aristotle did not himself consider gratitude to be a virtue of the 

megalopsychoi

• However, it is possible to examine to apply Aristotle’s approach to any 
emotion (or enduring disposition)

• From 2012 – 2015 at the Jubilee Centre, I was Research Fellow on the 
‘Attitude for Gratitude’ project with Blaire Morgan and Kristján 
Kristjánsson, which did just this!

• Aristotelian ideas influence current theorising on gratitude in 
psychology and education
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Attitude for Gratitude Research Project Aims

• What is gratitude? When and why is 
gratitude experienced?

• What value do the British public place on 
gratitude?

• What are British people grateful for
(and/or to whom are they grateful)?

• What kinds of people tend to be grateful?

• Do the British public believe gratitude can 
be promoted across a range of contexts, 
and if so, how might this be achieved?
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The AfG
Project 

Featured 
on Local 

TV News…



Gratitude: 
A Worked 
Example of 
Applying an 
Aristotelian 
Approach 
to Emotion

19

Gratitude has cognitive components – we 
place cognitive conditions on when gratitude 
might (or might not) be deemed appropriate

Multi-componential evaluations – emotions 
are made up of cognitive, affective, 
behavioural, conative components 

The views of ‘the Many’ and ‘The Wise’ should 
inform our examination of gratitude (and other 
emotions)

Mediality – can you be too grateful as well as 
an ingrate? Gratitude needs to be discriminate
and (to some extent) proportionate



Gratitude is a Highly Cognized Emotion

Cognitive appraisals centre on the following:

• Duty (was the person who benefitted us 
doing their job or did they act in a 
supererogatory fashion to benefit us?)

• Intention (did the person who conferred 
the benefit have genuinely benevolent 
intentions?)

• Cost/effort (how much effort did the 
benefactor expend in rendering the 
benefit?)

• Value (how valuable is the benefit?)

• Realised (was the benefit realised?)
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Filters and Amplifiers of Gratitude: The Gratitude ‘Aperture’ 

• Gratitude is necessarily supererogatory (goes beyond duty)

-Roberts (2004): Yes; McConnell (1993): No – but see below…

• Intentional? The benefactor had benevolent intentions in conferring the benefit

-Boleyn-Fitzgerald (1998) gratitude for things with malicious intention

• Costly to the benefactor and valuable to the beneficiary?
See Tesser, Gatewood & Driver (1968)

- How important are these conditions? 
-People can be grateful for something that is not especially valuable

• Real or ‘achieved’? 
-Does the benefit have to be realised? ‘It’s the thought that counts’

These act as filters and amplifiers of gratitude, creating a gratitude 
‘aperture’



Questions: Are Conditions Placed on Gratitude…

Immutable? Debatable?
Subject to 
empirical 

corroboration?

Subject to 
developmental 

differences?

Subject to 
cultural 

differences?



Gratitude 
can only be 
fully
understood 
as a multi-
component 
concept
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The ‘Multi-component Gratitude Measure’ (Morgan, Gulliford & Kristjánsson, 
2017) is made up of 4 components measuring different dimensions of 
gratitude:

(A) Conceptual Component: examines an individual’s conceptual 
understanding of gratitude by employing a scenario from the vignette 
questionnaire (nomination for award). 

(B) Emotion Component: 6 items assess individuals’ degree of grateful 
feeling, for example, ‘There are so many people that I feel grateful for’. All 
items from components B – D are answered using a 7-point Likert scale (1 = 
Strongly disagree to 7 = Strongly agree).

(C) Attitude Component: 10 items examine attitudes of gratitude and 
evaluations of its importance. Items include, ‘I don't think it is necessary to 
show your gratitude to others’.

(D) Behaviour Component: 13 Items measure the amount of gratitude-
related behaviours that respondents engage in. For instance, ‘I notice the 
people who are kind to me’; ‘I remind myself of the benefits I have received’.



The Many and the Wise

Who has the ‘right to define’ concepts? 

Experts (philosophers, psychologists, educationalists etc.)? 

Laypeople, using ordinary language?

In the AfG project, we foregrounded the importance of assessing lay
understanding of gratitude, using three methodologies:

• Prototype analysis of gratitude

• Vignette Questionnaire for 11 years and upwards, to tap lay people’s 
conceptual understanding of gratitude

• Gratitude Stories (ages 8- 11 years)
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What words do 
you associate 

with gratitude?

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND

http://opinionatedmale.com/2013/08/25/if-women-need-to-know-just-ask-pt-2-10-questions-women-ask-men/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


Prototype Analysis of Gratitude (Method 1)
(See Morgan, Gulliford & Kristjánsson, 2014)

We elicited features and characteristics laypeople associated with gratitude

Three Studies: 

1. Frequencies of features of gratitude (and their valence rating)

2. Centrality of gratitude features named in Study 1

3. How centrality of features influences cognition about gratitude 

Main findings: 

Greater incidence of negatively rated features (obligation, indebtedness, guilt, 
embarrassment, awkwardness) in UK than in earlier US study (Study 1)

Significant and positive correlation between gratitude and virtue (Study 3) (r=.61 
p<.001); laypeople construe gratitude as a virtue
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Vignette Questionnaire: Method 2
Operationalising conceptual conditions people place on gratitude (which underlie their gratitude appraisals) 

Baseline question followed by various manipulations (ulterior motive is shown below)

Each manipulation examines a different conceptual controversy

Examination of ‘are grateful’; ‘how grateful’; and ‘should be grateful’

A colleague nominates you for an award at work. If you win, you will receive recognition 
of your hard work and a voucher. The colleague has nominated you because she wants 
you to repay the favour by helping her with her own workload.

Q. You are grateful to the colleague who nominated you.

1=Strongly agree   2=Agree   3=Neither agree nor disagree   4=Disagree   5=Strongly disagree

Please indicate the degree of gratitude you feel on the scale below by placing a vertical line on the 
scale that corresponds to the amount of gratitude you would feel:

Q. You should be grateful to the colleague who nominated you.

1=Strongly agree   2=Agree   3=Neither agree nor disagree   4=Disagree   5=Strongly disagree

Not at all 
grateful

Most grateful
you could feel



The Many and the Wise Compared…
‘Testing’ conditions placed on gratitude

Is supererogation a necessary condition of gratitude? 

No. Laypeople deem gratitude warranted even when people are ‘just’ doing their 
job. 

Only 1.5% of the sample (n= 1083) disagreed/strongly disagreed that they would be 
grateful to a lifeguard or firefighter because it is their job to help

Does gratitude necessarily entail benign benefactor intentions?

No. While malicious and ulterior motives undermine reported gratitude 
significantly, they do not disqualify it

18.2% respondents would feel grateful regardless of whether a benefactor had an 
ulterior motive and 12.4% would be grateful for a benefit with the malicious motive 
of either embarrassing them or harming their relationship with relatives
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The Many AND the Wise

The views of the Many can influence the Wise…

Roberts (2015) changed his understanding of gratitude in the light of 
our research. Reported that his interaction with our work had 
substantially advanced his thinking, not only about the empirical study 
of gratitude, but also about its grammar (Roberts, 2015, p. 24). 

Kristjánsson (2018) takes it that Roberts (2015) relaxed the stance on 
supererogation, as our data showed only 1–2% of people (young or old) 
subscribed to the view that a proper application of gratitude requires 
the benefactor to have gone above and beyond duty in creating a 
benefit for the beneficiary.

The views of the Wise can influence the Many…

Laypeople may need to finesse concepts with more sophisticated 
understanding (c.f. differences between guilt and shame, envy and 
jealously)
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Gratitude 
Stories

• Manipulated conceptual controversies in 
four specially written gratitude stories

• 270 school children from 6 schools in the 
UK participated, aged 8 – 11 (51% 
female). Subsequently, 531 Australian 
children aged 9-12 (51% female) from 3 
schools

• Answers in story-workbooks constituted 
data 

• Mixture of Likert scale responses, Y/N 
questions and qualitative, open ended 
responses



Children’s 
Stories

• Two stories featured 
nominations and covered similar 
content to the nomination 
vignette shown earlier

• Similar to the vignettes we found 
that ulterior motives did not 
disqualify gratitude

• Also, young people also do not 
place a supererogation 
condition on gratitude



29% of the UK sample and 52% of the AUS sample thought a boy would be grateful for a 
nomination that was motivated by someone who wanted to copy his answers in a 
spelling test (ulterior motive)

60% of the UK sample and 73%  of the AUS sample said they thought a boy would be 
grateful for a nomination even when this elicited feelings of obligation

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

Malicious
Intention

Mixed
Emotions

Ulterior Motive

% of children that believed character would be grateful for nomination

UK
Australia

Findings from Children’s Stories



Ulterior Motive

• 70% UK respondents gave answers which showed they understood the 
nomination was motivated by an ulterior motive (a child wanting to copy the 
person they nominated for an award’s answers in a spelling test) in comparison 
with 46% of Australian children.

• Stories can be used as teaching tools to explore whether gratitude is fitting, and 
address comprehension of  benefactors’ motivations. 

• Gratitude needs to be discriminate and proportionate

Young people may fail to see non-benevolent intentions on the part of a 
benefactor, highlighting the importance of promoting ‘discriminate’ gratitude
See Carr, Morgan & Gulliford, 2015; Morgan, Gulliford & Carr, 2015).

Understanding Children’s Reasons



Promoting a Discriminate Approach to Gratitude



Examining the ‘shadow side’ of 
gratitude’

Manipulation? 

Ingratiation?

Gulliford, L., Morgan, B., Hemming, E., Abbott, 
J. (2019). Ingratiation, self-monitoring and social 
intelligence: A shadow side of gratitude? 
Current Psychology, 38, 1021-1032.



A Thoroughly Aristotelian Conclusion… 

• The Multi-Component Gratitude Measure (2017) is the first measure to 
explore conceptual understandings of gratitude alongside emotions, 
attitudes and behaviours. It offers an assessment of the cognitive 
appraisals people make about gratitude. This measure has been shown to 
be robust and offers a more nuanced, multi-componential understanding 
of gratitude than other measures

• Expert and lay understandings bring together the wisdom of the Many 
and the wisdom of the Wise Philosophy and psychology brought into 
dialogue with lay understanding

• In educational contexts, we recommend gratitude be explored in a 
discriminating manner which allows children to discern when gratitude is 
appropriate and fitting and an appropriate amount (mediality)
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