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Roles Onto Beliefs and Onto Feelings

! In his essay “Beliefs and Roles,” Gerald A. Cohen argues that it is never 

acceptable to cite a social role as justification for a belief that one holds. However, 

Cohen does not explicitly state whether it is acceptable to cite a social role as 

justification for other mental states which do not necessarily amount to belief. In 

this paper, I argue that it is in fact possible for roles to serve as justifications for 

feelings, so long as the use of the word ‘feeling’ is kept separate from and does not 

require a foundation in belief. The center of this argument is that feelings belong 

to an entirely separate class of mental states than beliefs, and thus they may 

avoid the logical absurdity which Cohen sets up to explain why roles cannot be 

grounds for beliefs. I will begin by a brief exposition and deconstruction of 

Cohen’s own argument in “Beliefs and Roles.” I will then provide a functional 

dichotomy between beliefs and feelings for the use of this paper, and argue that 

roles may be justificatory for feelings even when they are not justificatory for 

beliefs. I will finally argue that this use of roles to justify feelings is an expansion 

on Cohen’s argument, not a contradiction of it.
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! Cohen makes two closely related arguments in “Beliefs and Roles”: first, 

that “to cite one’s role is never to give a good reason for a belief one holds,” and, 

second, that “occupancy of a certain role can never function as a belief-grounding 

reason in the thinking of a sane man” (54). What Cohen means in both statements 

is that the unadorned fact that one occupies a certain role can never be used in 

the catalogue of facts that justify the maintenance of a belief. That is, one cannot 

claim that “I believe zoning laws are a good thing,” and, when asked why you 

hold that belief, say “because I am a city planner, of course.” The fact that one is a 

city planner provides no argumentative fodder for the normative claim that 

zoning laws are beneficial. Such a claim must rest instead on evidence that 

zoning laws have been demonstrated to reduce crime, or to beautify cities, for 

example.

! It is useful to reduce this roles-onto-beliefs argument into its component 

parts and examine the logic Cohen employs before arguing the case for roles-

onto-feelings. First, Cohen makes a definitional distinction when he talks about 

“roles.” Cohen’s view of what counts as a role is more limited than that of 

Sartre’s, as he focuses exclusively on what he terms “social roles.” For Cohen, 

this means simple descriptions of people’s characteristics, like a Leftist thinker or 

an asthmatic, do not count as social roles since such descriptions do not bind a 

person to rights and/or duties. Cohen is concerned with roles that are occupied, 
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not with roles that are played—that is, formal social stations which one enters 

into. He defines such occupiable roles as social roles “in the measure that the 

attribution to [the occupant] of some rights and/or duties is inseparable from the 

application of the description” (56). In this view, a role can be considered a social 

role to the extent that placing an individual into a role relies on assigning to him 

definable rights and/or duties. Hence, the description of an individual as a city 

planner is an unquestionably social role, since it confers to the individual both 

the right to make decisions about a city’s layout and the responsibility to ensure 

that the city grows properly. Even if the city planner were to refuse to discharge 

those responsibilities, they would still  have them, and thus still occupy the role of 

city planner (until relieved of her position!). In comparison, the asthmatic is not 

given any special rights or responsibilities to society simply by having asthma.

! Cohen also argues that to ask one about their belief is to require their 

opinion as a man. The person cannot then offset their belief onto the formal 

‘correct’ opinion of their role; they can only give their opinion as a free agent. 

Moreover, the only fair justification for making an argument “I believe p” is 

knowledge based on evidence that p is true. Cohen points out that “knowledge 

can never be anyone’s special property […] nothing can make it one’s private 

property, and so one’s occupancy of a social role cannot do so” (58). This is to say 

that, while occupying a social role may give you access to knowledge that p, it 
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can never give you exclusive access to that knowledge. Since knowledge, by 

Cohen’s definition, must be transmittable between individuals regardless of their 

station, occupancy of a role cannot create propriety of knowledge. When Cohen 

writes that “a man can use his role to defend his beliefs only if he can enable 

another to use it as well,” he means that these social roles can only be conduits for 

knowledge used in an argument to justify a belief (58). They, in themselves, 

cannot ever be the fact p that justifies belief p.

! Cohen illustrates this by way of setting up the logical necessity that the 

same justifications for a belief must also justify the proposition of that belief. One 

can only sensibly claim to believe p if they have reason to think that the 

proposition p is true. It is absurd to claim that “I believe p, although I know that p 

is false.” Consequently, to cite one’s role as a reason for believing p must also 

logically mean that one’s role is a reason for the veracity of p (the proposition 

that the belief holds to be true). For example, if the city planner cites her role as a 

city planner to be the reason why she believes zoning laws are a good thing, she 

must therefore also be claiming that zoning laws are good because she is a city 

planner. This is an absurdity: one’s personal station cannot be the reason why a 

fact about the world is or is not justifiable. As Cohen points out, “they cite their 

roles to justify a belief where they would not do so to justify the proposition 

believed […] he is not prepared to treat as a ground what he gives as a 
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ground” (58–59). Hence the impossibility of using roles as justifications for 

beliefs: they masquerade as justifications when they cannot logically be 

employed as such.

! Understanding this, does Cohen’s argument similarly criticize the ability 

to cite a social role as the justification for a feeling? I argue that it does not. To 

begin to explain this, though, we must first make a clear distinction between 

what constitutes beliefs and feelings, and how the two belong to different classes. 

There is a great deal of philosophical discourse regarding the exact definition of 

these two terms and to what extent free participation accounts in each. I do not 

intend to engage that disagreement fully; instead, I outline a functional 

dichotomy for use in this paper, calling beliefs consciously supported attitudes 

towards the world and feelings factual emotional states.

Beliefs, as Cohen and I have used them above, must rest on a body of 

legitimate evidence in order for them to be supportable. To believe something is 

to hold it up in the face of scrutiny, to examine its merits and disadvantages, and 

generally to make some moral or normative judgment about it. It follows that 

beliefs may be updated and consciously modified on account of changing bodies 

of evidence, and that they can be defended rationally to those who hold different 

beliefs. The idea that “zoning laws are a good thing” is a belief. It rests on 

evidence about what sort of changes such ordinances create in a city; it is a 
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conclusion reached through critical examination of the competing evidence for 

and against the judgment; and it takes a normative stance towards the issue. 

When we regard an individual as having responsibility, we assign that 

responsibility to his beliefs, or, as Cohen put it, “a man must take responsibility 

for the beliefs which he expresses; he cannot shift it on to some aspect of 

himself” (54). 

In contrast, feelings require none of these prerequisites. Feelings do not 

need to answer to reason and they oftentimes cannot be tempered by free action. 

While the individual has the choice to decide how to relate to their own feelings, 

they do not necessarily have the choice whether those feelings occur in the first 

place. To love a child is a feeling. It is not an attitude rationally arrived at; it 

merely belongs to a class of inner responses which all individuals are subject to. 

If feelings are so different from beliefs, how, then, do we map them onto 

roles and onto Cohen’s argument? First, it is crucial to understand that it is 

entirely possible to have a feeling which you do not necessarily believe in. Take 

the example of a person who has just been in a bad car collision. They may have 

feelings of resentment towards the driver of the other car, since they have just 

been injured and their expensive car has been damaged. Nevertheless, it is still 

possible for them to believe that the driver of the car was not at fault, and to 

believe that anger and retribution towards the other driver are not worthwhile 
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feelings to sustain. Because feelings simply occur as basic emotional phenomena 

and beliefs represent the product of active free judgment, they do not need to 

come in pairs. Having feelings of hatred towards a person does not necessarily 

mean that you believe they are guilty of an offense; nor, conversely, does belief 

that a person is guilty of an offense require feelings of hatred.

Therefore, if belief does not have the necessary power to call a feeling in or 

out of existence (only to control the attitude that an individual takes towards that 

feeling), we must look to other explanations than argumentative reasons to 

explain why a feeling exists. Where we have contradictory feelings and beliefs—

as in the above example of the driver in an accident—a body of evidence and 

facts can serve only to modify the belief. The pure feeling remains a fact that is 

largely outside of the individual’s conscious control. It is possible to sustain the 

existence of a feeling even in the face of a body of evidence which contradicts its 

viability. The driver may be presented with overwhelming evidence that they 

should not feel resentment towards the driver, and even themselves be 

convinced of the belief that they should not, but, in the end, this may fail to 

modify the existence of the feeling of resentment. To explain the feeling is merely 

to determine its cause: in this case, the traumatic accident.

Here is where the issue of roles comes into play: since feelings may be 

explained by situational facts, and since they need to be explained only in terms 

Nelson 7



of why the exist, not why they make sense, it is acceptable to enter a person’s 

social role as justification for having a feeling. Take, for instance, the feeling of 

love that a parent has towards her child. The social role that she occupies as 

parent of that child is the cause for the feeling of love. It would make no sense for 

an individual to love a child because they selected a random one and decided by 

deliberation to love them. Only the occupancy of that role can lead to this feeling.

We may integrate this into Cohen’s existing argument by looking at the 

logical crux of his rejection: the absurdity of using a role as a justification for a 

proposition, as in “I am a city planner, therefore zoning ordinances are good.” 

While this is obviously senseless, it is not senseless to claim that “I am a parent of 

this child, therefore I love her.” In this case, the occupation of that role is the 

justification for the feeling of love, since it explains an occurrence (the feeling of 

love) which otherwise has no explanation—it certainly was not a deliberate 

choice. Since we have established that feelings are phenomena of the self, and 

that the social role one occupies helps to define the situation of the self, it is fair 

to say that citing one’s role is allowable in explaining why that feeling exists.

The difference, therefore, exists in the different classes of reason that may 

be used to explain beliefs, and what may be used to explain facts about one’s 

condition, a category under which I have placed feelings. Consider the fact that an 

individual has the right to issue building permits and purchase parkland. Why is 
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this fact justified? Because she occupies the role of city planner, of course. Cohen 

would not argue that this is logically absurd; in fact, it is a direct extension of his 

definition of the social role. By treating feelings as objective phenomena that 

define a person’s situation, we may place “I have a feeling of love towards a 

child” in the same category of fact about oneself as “I have the right to issue 

building permits.”

Another section of “Beliefs and Roles” furthers this point. Cohen argues, 

as noted earlier, that one cannot believe in p if they do not believe themselves 

that p is justified. He does, however, allow that “A can say that B is justified in 

believing p, yet deny that p is justified, if, for example, A has evidence that B 

lacks, and, lacking it, can rationally belief that p.” What Cohen means is that it is 

possible for one to understand that a proposition p is unjustified but still 

understand how a different individual believes that p. The individual holding the 

belief does not have access to the evidence that leads one’s own self into 

believing that p is unjustified. The other individual’s belief is, to the first 

individual, a facticity. The individual does not need to show that the fact about 

the other individual’s belief is justifiable, only to show that it is understandable 

given their situation. This reasoning, of course, can be use only for another 

person’s beliefs that are incompatible with one’s own knowledge of what is 

justified; it cannot work for one’s own beliefs. It can, however, work for one’s 
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own feelings, because the uncontrollability of one’s own feelings makes them just 

as much of a facticity as another’s beliefs. Since situational and occupation 

evidence is valid evidence to explain why a fact about oneself is true, and since 

we have established pure feelings to be facts about oneself, we can therefore 

further show that it is legitimate to cite a role as a justification for why a feeling 

exists.

It is important to note that, while I have argued that it is possible to use 

one’s role to justify why a particular feeling that one has exists, I do not argue 

that citing that role justifies a normative judgment about the value of sustaining 

that feeling. Once a feeling is examined consciously and becomes part of the 

catalogue of attitudes towards the world, it enters the category of belief. It is 

quite different to say “I have a feeling of love towards my child” and to say “I 

believe that it is a good thing that I have a feeling of love towards my child, and I 

am going to act on it accordingly.” The first may be explained simply by the role 

that the individual occupies as parent of the child; the second requires a body of 

evidence for holding the belief that drawn on a larger category than simple 

facticities of self.

This distinction is important if my argument (and Cohen’s) is not to run 

afoul of Sartrean bad faith. Citing one’s social role as justification for the 

existence of a feeling simply provides a causal explanation for a phenomenon; it 
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does not enter into any attitudes one has towards the world. But if one is to allow 

the fact that one has a particular feeling to translate immediately onto a belief 

about the world or how one should act, then they are guilty of treating their 

responsibility to attitudinal freedom as a facticity and thus of bad faith. Sartre 

argues that one chooses to exhibit a feeling not because one has that feeling, but 

because they consciously and actively choose to sustain it. Writes Sartre in Being 

and Nothingness, “The being-in-itself of sadness perpetually haunts my 

consciousness (of) being sad, but it is as a value which I can not realize; it stands 

as a regulative meaning of my sadness, not as its constitutive modality” (61). 

That is, although the feeling of sadness (a being-in-itself) may occur in a person, 

one must choose to participate in it, to value it as a worthwhile emotion. 

Consequently, while the occupancy of a role justifies the existence of the feeling 

in-itself, it cannot justify the person’s belief to continue participating in that 

feeling. 

It is entirely possible, then, for roles to serve as justifications for feelings so 

long as we understand the definition of feeling to be an in-itself facticity about 

one’s condition. Cohen’s argument that roles cannot be used to justify beliefs is 

entirely compatible with this addition: the roles-onto-feelings argument fits 

nicely within his logical framework that invalidates roles-onto-beliefs. Because 

using roles to explain the state of a feeling represents only a causal explanation 
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from fact to fact, it is entirely allowable so long as it makes no normative claim. 

Roles, then, are oftentimes the foundations of feelings, but they can be no more 

than that.
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