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What if belief is an emotion? This question drives 
the book and places McCormick’s account in di-
rect opposition to the standard view, which dis-
tinguishes sharply between cognitive, conative, 
and affective states. According to the mainstream 
view, beliefs are cognitive attitudes aimed at rep-
resenting the truth, desires are conative states that 
motivate action, and emotions are affective expe-
riences defined by how the subjects feel. McCor-
mick challenges this traditional framework by 
proposing an alternative view: belief is an emo-
tion. More specifically, her account frames belief 
as a “blended state” that combines representation-
al and affective elements, thereby transcending the 
cognitive/non-cognitive divide. In addition to 
presenting this novel account, the book aims to 
provide a unified explanation for several “edge 
cases” of beliefs, including delusions, religious and 
political beliefs, self-deception, and deep disa-
greement. In what follows, I summarize the book’s 
chapters, highlight its strengths, and raise several 
concerns, focusing in particular on the treatment 
of desire and the “feeling of accuracy”. 

Chapter 1 introduces the motivation behind 
McCormick’s thesis. Some beliefs appear to be re-
sistant to evidence and disconnected from action. 
For example, a person might believe that flying is 
safe, yet still feel anxious before boarding a plane. 
Or one might believe their partner is faithful, 
while simultaneously seeking evidence of infideli-
ty. Such ‘problematic’ beliefs cannot be satisfacto-
rily explained under the standard view of belief, 
which maintains that beliefs guide action and 
should be revised when confronted with counter-
evidence. Faced with these difficulties, one com-
mon approach is to classify such beliefs as non-
doxastic states, mental states that function like be-
liefs but are not genuine beliefs. Philosophers have 
proposed that these cases fall into distinct catego-
ries such as “aliefs”, “besires”, and “bimagina-
tions”. However, the book offers a different strat-
egy: rather than multiplying categories, we should 
revise our conception of belief itself. By under-
standing belief as emotion, these edge cases can be 
treated as genuine beliefs rather than marginal ex-
ceptions. 

In Chapter 2, McCormick advances her ac-
count of emotions as blended mental states that 
unite representation and feeling. Crucially, in 
emotions, the affective and cognitive components 
cannot be separated: fear cannot be broken down 

into a mental representation of danger and a de-
sire to flee. Thus, emotions are not simply combi-
nations of cognitive and non-cognitive states; ra-
ther, they are “essentially blended states, as involv-
ing both feelings and some kind of cognitive repre-
sentation” (p.16). Just as sugar mixed into batter 
cannot be separated out, emotions are not divisible 
into their two constituent parts. Extending this 
model to belief, McCormick argues that beliefs do 
more than represent the world; they also feel a cer-
tain way. To hold a belief is to experience a felt 
sense that one’s representation of the world is accu-
rate. 

Chapters 3 and 4 defend a doxastic view of de-
lusions, religious beliefs, and political beliefs, that 
is, these are regarded as genuine beliefs, rather 
than non-doxastic states. The author contends 
that delusions, contrary to common assumptions, 
are often more responsive to evidence and action, 
which supports their classification as beliefs. To 
explain the distinctive ways in which such beliefs 
respond to evidence compared with everyday be-
liefs, the concept of a “feeling of accuracy” is in-
troduced. Just as a feeling of fear includes a strong 
inclination to endorse the belief that p is danger-
ous, the feeling of belief includes a strong inclina-
tion to endorse the idea that p is accurate. In the 
case of delusions, this feeling may originate from 
complex pathological sources and may not be reli-
able, but it can nevertheless be powerful and diffi-
cult to resist. 

 Political and religious beliefs, too, just like de-
lusions, often exhibit a problematic relationship 
with evidence and action. For example, someone 
might engage in behavior that is explicitly forbid-
den by their religion, yet still claim to be a believer. 
In such cases, the non-doxasticists tend to catego-
rize such beliefs as “make-belief” or “imaginings”, 
arguing that their aim and function differ from 
those of standard beliefs. By challenging the tradi-
tional view of beliefs as inherently truth-directed, 
McCormick maintains that beliefs are not only 
about truth but also about meaning-making. This 
is an interesting move: conceptualizing belief 
through the lens of emotion opens the door to the 
idea that there can be legitimate non-evidential 
reasons for belief. In other words, we may hold 
certain beliefs not because they are evidentially 
supported, but because they provide us with a 
sense of meaning, particularly in religious and po-
litical contexts. 

Chapter 5 argues against non-doxasticism 
about trust: trusting is believing, although trust 
sometimes arises for non-evidential reasons. For 
example, one might trust another person not be-
cause of hard evidence, but because trust is good 
for their relationship, or because one loves the 
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other. Drawing on the thesis of belief as emotion, 
McCormick suggests that trust is an affective atti-
tude and that there can be appropriate, value-
related reasons for believing someone is trustwor-
thy, even in the absence of evidence.  

Chapter 6 addresses both the phenomenon of 
self-deception and implicit attitudes. For McCor-
mick, both are puzzling in similar ways: individu-
als who are self-deceived or who exhibit implicit 
bias believe both what they claim and what they 
disavow. A familiar example of self-deception in-
volves a parent faced with strong evidence that 
their child is a drug dealer, yet who continues to 
insist on the child’s innocence. Some philosophers 
take such cases to show that these are not genuine 
beliefs at all but rather forms of pretense, fantasy, 
or hybrid mental states like “besires”. These views 
are motivated by a central problem for the stand-
ard theory of belief: namely, that one cannot hold 
two contradictory beliefs at the same time. 
McCormick, however, understands self-deceptive 
beliefs as an emotion in which conflicting feelings 
can coexist, much like mixed emotions do. For ex-
ample, believing that one’s child is a drug dealer 
evokes pain and disruption, yet the evidence for 
that belief may be strong. Which attitude predom-
inates depends on context and attention: pain and 
doubt arise when the parent focuses on the evi-
dence; while denial restores when attention shifts 
to love. This account aligns with Dana Nelkin’s 
notion of the “desire to believe” (D. NELKIN, Self-
deception, motivation, and the desire to believe. In: 
«Pacific Philosophical Quarterly», vol. LXXXIII, 
n. 4, 2002, pp. 384–406), which distinguishes be-
tween wanting p to be true and wanting to believe 
that p is true. Because emotions are inherently 
blended and often conflicted, self-deception is not 
purely cognitive but arises from the complex in-
terplay of mixed emotional states. 

Chapter 7 focuses on deep disagreement, par-
ticularly in relation to what McCormick terms 
“fringe beliefs”. These are beliefs deeply tied to 
one’s identity and that remain resilient even in the 
face of overwhelming counterevidence. They are 
defined as “beliefs that have a substantial amount 
of evidence showing they are false: that is, ones 
that you know (or are justified in believing) are 
false” (MCCORMICK, Belief as emotion, p. 118). To 
explain why such beliefs are so entrenched and dif-
ficult to engage with, she points out that emotion-
al states exhibit a similar resilience: both emotions 
and fringe beliefs are not easily altered by evi-
dence. Just as people who are upset do not simply 
stop feeling upset when presented with good rea-
sons why they should not, fringe beliefs similarly 
resist rational persuasion. 

Belief as emotion is an inspiring and stimulating 
contribution to contemporary debates about be-
lief. By treating the “edge cases” alongside more 
ordinary, everyday beliefs, it offers a unified ex-

planation. This is a creative and bold proposal: 
conceiving belief as an emotion provides a parsi-
monious account that bridges the conceptual gap 
between belief and emotion and redefines their 
relationship in a more integrated way. 

While this approach is innovative and original, 
two central concerns arise. The proposed account 
relies heavily on conative and motivational con-
stituents; however, to McCormick’s admission, 
the book does not discuss the nature of desire or 
intention, even though they are both relevant to 
her analysis of recalcitrant emotions and implicit 
attitudes. This omission becomes especially prob-
lematic because, at times, emotions appear to be 
conflated with desires. In some passages, belief as 
emotion is illustrated through stereotypical emo-
tions with clear valence, such as joy (being happy), 
sadness (feeling down), or relief. At other times, 
however, the discussion draws on desire-like 
states, such as the desire to believe or the general 
state of wanting, which are conceptually distinct 
from emotions. The account might be strength-
ened by a clearer differentiation between belief, 
emotion, and desire. Beliefs have a mind-to-world 
direction of fit: they aim to represent the world as 
it is. Emotions – if they also have a direction of fit 
– typically share this mind-to-world orientation, 
as they involve appraisals or representations of the 
world. Desires, by contrast, have a world-to-mind 
direction of fit: they aim to change the world to 
match a preferred state. To illustrate: Alice’s de-
sire for a cup of tea motivates her to obtain it. 
That desire is fulfilled if she drinks the tea, yielding 
satisfaction, and thwarted if she can't, yielding frus-
tration. Satisfaction and frustration seem to be fea-
tures unique to desire, and they hardly apply in the 
same way to belief or emotion. Furthermore, de-
sires are fulfilled or thwarted depending on whether 
their desiderata are realized, whereas beliefs are 
true or false. Thus, it seems problematic to say that 
a belief or an emotion is satisfied or frustrated in 
the same way a desire is. While emotions may in-
volve affective responses to the world, they are not 
necessarily tied to goal-directed outcomes. It may 
therefore be helpful to keep the distinction between 
desire and emotion clearly in view. 

This brings us to another problem: the link be-
tween desire and action seems to differ from the 
link between emotion and action. The desire that 
p is essentially action-guiding: it motivates us to 
bring about p. My desire to drink tea propels me 
to make or obtain tea. Desire is oriented toward 
realizable futures. Emotions, by contrast, do not 
share this tight connection to action or future-
oriented realization. For instance, my nostalgia 
may reflect a longing for the past without neces-
sarily motivating immediate action, such as book-
ing a flight home. Seemingly, emotions may be 
equally directed toward the past, present, or fu-
ture, covering a broader temporal spectrum than 
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desires. Consider Tom, who regrets not preparing 
well for his exam (past), feels anxious during the 
exam (present), and hopes to pass it (future). It is 
a mischaracterization to say, for example, that 
“Tom desires not to have failed”, since desires are 
directed toward realizable futures rather than ir-
revocable past events. A more robust clarification 
of the difference between desire and emotion 
would have helped avoid potential confusion re-
garding the motivational force behind action. 

In addition to the ambiguities surrounding de-
sire and emotion, a further concern arises from the 
introduced “feeling of accuracy”, which recurs 
throughout Chapters 2, 3, 4, 6, and 7. McCormick 
suggests that to believe something is to feel its ac-
curacy: “when one believes, one feels a level of 
confidence and commitment” (p. 59). It is also 
maintained that “to feel something accurate—has 
positive valence” (p. 22). 

This aspect warrants closer reflection, as this 
account tends to conflate two distinct properties 
of affective experience: valence and arousal. Va-
lence refers to whether an experience is pleasant 
(positive) or unpleasant (negative), while arousal 
refers to its intensity or degree of activation. For 
instance, contentment is a positively valenced 
state with low arousal, whereas depression is nega-
tively valenced but often accompanied by high 
arousal. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

By contrast, the “feeling of accuracy” seems 
better understood as a matter of arousal rather 
than valence. Feeling highly confident that a rep-
resentation is accurate reflects high arousal, 
whereas feeling little or no confidence corresponds 
to low arousal. The feeling of accuracy is not plau-
sibly described as inherently pleasant or unpleas-
ant, just as it is doubtful that merely having a be-
lief could be an unpleasant experience. Moreover, 
framing belief as a feeling of accuracy may unin-
tentionally blur the line between beliefs and intui-
tions. The sense that a belief “feels right” could in-
volve non-cognitive elements such as intuition or 
gut feeling, rather than a pure doxastic state. 

Despite these concerns, belief as emotion is 
highly recommendable to anyone who is interest-
ed in the complex interplay between belief, desire, 
and emotion. The book inspires defenders of the 
standard view to re-examine their position, while 
at the same time offering fresh perspectives for 
emotion theorists in philosophy and psychology. 
Importantly, Belief as emotion opens important 
new avenues for thinking about belief and is cer-
tain to stimulate further debate in epistemology 
and the philosophy of emotion. 
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