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Introduction

How Do You Feel?

My cat spends a lot of her time being angry. Her usual way of displaying this rage is by tapping and chasing her tail while shrieking, snarling, and hissing. An outside observer might think she simply hates her tail, but I assure you it’s a display of bad temper, and it’s aimed at me. She does it when I feed her half an hour too late, or sit in her spot on the sofa, or commit the heinous crime of letting it rain. Of course, Zazzy is far from the only pet to express fury at the disobedience of her owner. Anyone with a cat, dog, rabbit, snake, or whatever knows that pets feel emotions and express them every chance they get. They can be angry, demanding, and loving—often at the same time. Emotions seem to flow through our animal companions just as freely as they do through us.

But here’s the twist: pets don’t feel emotions. And before you find yourselves defending a hill marked MY CAT LOVES ME, it’s not just pets. Humans don’t feel emotions, either. Emotions are just a bunch of feelings that English-speaking Westerners put in a box around two hundred years ago. Emotions are a modern idea—a cultural construction. The notion that feelings are something that happens in the brain was invented in the early nineteenth century.1

According to linguist Anna Wierzbicka, there’s only one word about feelings that’s directly translatable from one language to another: feel.2 But what you can feel goes far beyond what’s usually thought of as emotion: there’s physical pain, hunger, warmth or cold, and the sensation of touching something. In the English language alone, various terms have been used at various points in history to describe certain types of feelings. We’ve had temperaments (the way people’s feelings make them behave), passions (feelings felt first in the body that affect the soul), and sentiments (the feelings you get when you see something beautiful or someone acting immorally). We’ve left most of these historical ideas behind, replacing them with a single catchall term that describes a certain type of feeling processed in the brain: emotion. The problem is that it’s difficult to pin down the types of feelings that do and don’t constitute emotions. There are almost as many definitions of emotions as there are people studying them. Some include hunger and physical pain; others don’t. The concept of “emotions” isn’t true, and the notion of “passions” isn’t false. “Emotion” is just a newer box. A box with poorly defined edges, I might add. The question, then, is if emotion is really just some vague modern construct, where do you begin when writing a book about it?

What Is Emotion?

The biggest problem with trying to answer the question “What is emotion?” is that it’s a bit like trying to answer the question “What is blue?” You might be able to point to some scientific data about light refraction and wavelengths, but the fact is that blue means many things to many people. Some cultures, such as the Himba tribe of Namibia, don’t recognize blue as a color at all. They think of it as a type of green, one of many greens that allow them to differentiate among the subtle hues of the leaves in the jungles and grasslands they live in. Knowing a safe blue-green leaf from a poisonous yellow-green leaf could mean the difference between life and death.3

If we devised a test for colors and asked members of the Himba tribe to sort objects that look like the color of grass into one pile and objects that look like the color of the sky into another, you’d get one pile with lots of greens and another with lots of blues. That might, understandably, make you think that the concepts of green and blue are universal. But if, instead, you asked them to sort the objects into a blue pile and a green pile, you might see a whole heap of blue things in what a Westerner would likely call the green pile. Then, just as understandably, you’d think that the perception of color is culturally constructed.4

Similarly, you might take pictures of people making faces based on emotions as you understand them, then ask the equivalent of “What color is the sky?” For example, you might ask, “What face would you make when you eat something rotten?” Then when the tribe pointed to a picture of a “gape face” (the downturned, slightly open-mouthed, wrinkled-nose-and-narrow-eyed expression many in the West associate with disgust), you’d be justified in claiming that disgust is universal. Alternatively, you could take pictures of a range of facial expressions and ask a group of people to sort them into a “disgust” pile and an “anger” pile. You might be surprised to find the gape face in the anger pile along with expressions of surprise, anger, fear, and confusion. If that happened, you might become convinced that emotions are culturally constructed. The question is, Which of these methods is right? Is it nurture or nature? Well, as so often is the case when it comes to similar one-way-or-the-other questions, the answer is probably yes.

I’ll get into this in much more detail later in the book, but for now, suffice it to say that both culture and biology matter. We are taught how we are supposed to behave when we feel something by our upbringing and our culture. But our feelings themselves may share an evolutionary origin. In the same way that the Himbas’ understanding of the color green differs from mine, context, language, and other cultural factors play a role in the way a human understands emotions. We might all feel similar things, but the way we understand and express those feelings changes from time to time and from culture to culture. Those important differences are where the history of emotion, and this book, live.

What Is the History of Emotion?

I am planting my flag firmly in a growing discipline called the history of emotion. It’s a field that tries to understand how people understood their feelings in the past. Some studies sweep across huge expanses of time, examining the long history of human fear.5 Others are quite specific, exploring the ways emotions were understood in small geographical areas during particular periods—for example, a study of the emotional regimes at play in the French Revolution.6 (I’ll discuss emotional regimes in a bit.)

The history of emotion is a discipline that has thrown up hundreds of theories and ideas, and it’s having an increasing impact on the way we understand the past. But most of the work in this field has been niche and academic—not the sort of thing you might want to read while relaxing at the seaside. I’ve written this book because I’m on a bit of a mission to share the wonderful world of the history of emotion with as many people as I can—to let as many people as possible share the excitement and perspective offered by this new way of understanding times gone by and to provide a new way for people to see the world, particularly its past.

There are hundreds of ways that you can study emotions in history. You can write material histories of objects that tell emotional stories, such as scented letters, religious artifacts, and children’s toys.7 You can examine how the names of emotions have changed over time and how words for describing emotions have shifted in meaning. For example, the English word disgust once just meant “things that taste bad.” Now it refers to an aversion to anything repulsive—from moldy fruit to rotten behavior.8 Sometimes, the history of emotion is a bit like the field of intellectual history or the history of ideas and science in that it strives to discover what people once thought feelings were and how they understood emotions within the context of their times and cultures. There are many ways in, but there are a few frameworks that we historians of emotion keep coming back to, regardless of subdiscipline.

The first of these is the one I mentioned above: emotional regimes. This term, coined by historian William Reddy, denotes the expected emotional behaviors imposed on us by the society we live in. These regimes attempt to explain the ways emotions are expressed in any given set of circumstances.9 For example, an airline steward in the first-class compartment is generally expected to be polite and courteous to passengers, no matter how rude they are. His job imposes an emotional regime on him that soon becomes second nature: polite calmness and unending patience.

Linked closely to emotional regimes is something called emotional labor. This term has been expanded to mean almost anything, from merely being polite to being the person in the household (usually a woman) who performs emotion-related tasks, such as sending birthday cards and keeping the house clean to impress the visiting neighbors. But it initially had its roots in Marxist thought. The term was coined by sociologist Arlie Hochschild. She described emotional labor as the need to “induce or suppress feelings to sustain the outward countenance that produces the proper state of mind in others.”10 This may sound a bit like an emotional regime. The difference, as another sociologist, Dmitri Shalin, put it, is that emotional labor is “the emotional surplus meaning systematically extracted by the state [or its emotional regime] from its members.” To go back to our airline steward, the emotional regime is what keeps him smiling even when the customer is rude. The emotional labor is the effort it takes to keep smiling, even though deep down inside he wants to scream at the customer. In other words, emotional labor is the effort required to stay within an emotional regime. Emotional labor exists because emotional regimes are top-down, imposed from some sort of higher authority, often the state but sometimes religions, philosophical beliefs, or the moral codes we are raised to adhere to.

Because emotional labor can be physically and mentally tiring, staying true to an emotional regime is hard. People need access to venues where they can let their emotions out. William Reddy coined the term emotional refuges to describe them. The hotel bar that the airline steward frequents to vent to his colleagues about the rude man in first class might be one such refuge. These refuges can be engines of revolution, especially when the suppressed feelings become the fuel for a change in emotional regime.

But the way we express our emotions isn’t always imposed on us from above. Sometimes, it rises up from people and culture. These bottom-up emotional rules are known to historians of emotion as emotional communities, an idea first suggested by historian Barbara Rosenwein.11 It refers to the currents of shared feeling that bind a community together. If you have ever visited your in-laws for a seemingly endless hour or so, you’ll know what I mean. The ways they express themselves can be quite different from the ones to which you’ve become accustomed. For example, my family is quite boisterous. We—and this includes my mom—like rude jokes, silly stories, gently teasing each other, and, because we are a mostly academic family, delivering highbrow conversation in as lowbrow a way as possible. I wouldn’t dream of inflicting that sort of behavior on my wife’s family. That’s because each family has formed its own emotional community, its rules for behavior and expression.

You get the same feeling when traveling to other countries. In fact, you don’t have to travel very far. I’ve been to concerts in Barnsley, England, where the audience remained stony-faced and motionless during the performance. But after the music stopped, there was a line of people ready to go over to the band, buy them beers, and tell them how great they thought they were. That town’s specific emotional community is one where stoic manliness—regardless of gender—denies the sort of passionate expression you see at performances elsewhere, even in towns a few short miles away.

People can be part of more than one emotional community or regime. For example, our airline steward’s tolerance for his job’s emotional regime doesn’t extend to his soccer fandom. While standing on the terraces among his Manchester United kinfolk, the man who displays seemingly endless patience at work can be savage and rude to a fan of an opposing team. While he’s at the game, he’s living in an emotional community and free of the emotional regime that governs his conduct at work. He is free to express his emotions as that community sees fit.

This brings me to another central aspect of this book. Throughout history, certain powerful emotions have acted as a driving force for change. On many occasions, desire, disgust, love, fear, and sometimes anger seem to take over cultures, making people do things that can change everything. I’ll explore how these emotions—and people’s evolving conceptions of them—played a role in shaping the world. In the process, we’ll see how people’s experience of desire, disgust, love, fear, and anger in the past was different from the way we experience these emotions today.

What follows is a sweeping tour through the various ways people have understood their feelings through the ages, one that will illustrate how feelings have changed the world in ways that still reverberate today. We’ll cover everything from the ancient Greeks to artificial intelligence, traveling from the shore of Gambia to the islands of Japan, to the might of the Ottoman Empire, to the rise of the United States. We’ll even take a peek into the future.

History shows us that emotions are powerful—that they, as much as any technology, political movement, or thinker, built the world. They laid the foundations of religions, philosophical inquiries, and the pursuit of knowledge and wealth. But they can also be a dark force, capable of tearing worlds down through war, greed, and mistrust. Each of the following chapters focuses on a specific time and place, but taken together they provide a narrative of how emotions shaped the world we live in today in all its complexity, wonder, and diversity. I hope that by the end you’ll agree, and you’ll never think about emotions in the same way again.
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One

Classical Virtue Signaling

Let’s begin with some big ideas. History is full of ideas about emotions—what they are, where they came from, how they ought to be expressed and controlled. These ideas helped form the religions and philosophies that are still with us today. In many cases, ideas about feelings had an impact that shaped history. But before we get to the chapters about ancient India, the New Testament era, and the ideas of saints and prophets, I’m going to start at the beginning—or at least the beginning we know about, which gave rise to some of the first ideas about emotions on record. It means that, as often is the case, we need to travel back to ancient Greece.

Plato and Socrates

Roughly 399 years before Jesus was born, a twentysomething man lay ill in bed.1 His stocky physique was well known in Athens; it had helped him become a wrestler of quite some fame. He may even have competed at an Olympics. Most of us know him by his nickname, Broad—or, to use the ancient Greek version, Plato.2

Plato was not just physically daunting; he was also an intellectual giant. Later in life, he founded a school so important that its name—the Academy—is still used to this day to describe seats of learning. In his Academy, Plato wrote works of philosophy. But he didn’t write long prose. He wrote a series of debates that came to be known as dialogues. In all but one of these, the main speaker was his old tutor, Socrates, whom he loved dearly.

It’s hard to overestimate how important these dialogues were. More than two millennia later, the philosopher and mathematician Alfred North Whitehead described all the philosophy that came after them as “a series of footnotes to Plato.”3 But without the events of that deeply emotional day when Plato lay sick in bed in 399 BCE, and those that led up to them, he might have just been another of the hundreds of great thinkers who have been lost to time. Because on the same day that Plato was nursing his illness, Plato’s teacher, Socrates, was being executed. Plato’s feelings about that were, well, complicated.

Feeling Platonic

The Greeks called emotions pathē, meaning “experience” or “suffering.” Whether it was one or the other depended on which pathē you were experiencing (or suffering). Plato believed that pathē were disturbances in our souls, ripples caused by external events or sensations that knock you off balance and disturb your calm. But to Plato, souls were more than just the bit of us that isn’t flesh.

Souls were important to Plato because they were the human part of an idea that was central to his philosophy. He didn’t think that the world we see around us is all there is. He thought that everything, from humans to trees to chairs, was just an imperfect version of what he called the wise cosmos (kósmos noetós), better known as forms. He believed we are all born with an inherent knowledge of these perfect forms. That’s why we can recognize that two different objects—say, a tavern stool and a throne—are both fundamentally chairs. Both map onto a remembered form of a perfect chair. Plato likened our experience of reality to the experience of people who live in a cave seeing shadows cast on a wall by events outside. What we think is real is just a shadow. In Plato’s view, our souls are the reality—our perfect form dancing in the sunlight at the cave entrance. Our bodies are just the shadows they cast. When we feel pathē, it’s the result of something perturbing our souls, causing sensations in our bodies and making the shadows twist unexpectedly. What confused Plato was how on earth people could feel two different emotions at once. How could someone feel both terrified and brave at the same time, desiring to fight while wanting to flee, for example, like soldiers in a battle? The answer he arrived at was that we have more than one part to our souls.

He reasoned that because animals have souls but can’t think in complex ways, there must be one type of soul for animals and another type for humans and gods. The god soul was pure reason and couldn’t be perturbed by pathē directly. He called this soul the lógos.4

Lógos is a hard word to translate. It means “thought” or “word,” or perhaps the ability to form words into thoughts. Most important, it has a divine element. A useful illustration of this concept appears in John 1:1, in the New Testament. Originally written in Greek, it says (in the King James Version), “In the beginning was the Word [lógos], and the Word [lógos] was with God, and the Word [lógos] was God.” If you’ve ever wondered how God could be described as a word, you may (understandably) be taking this passage a bit too literally. God, here, is really being described as a thought, a soul of pure reason, an ability to know things. That was Plato’s lógos—a type of soul that can reason, know, understand.

Plato called the soul that animals have the epithumêtikon, a word that means “desiring” or “appetitive.”5 When this soul is perturbed by pathē, it creates the basic drives that get you through day-to-day life—pleasure, pain, the desire for food and sex, the wish to avoid harmful things, and so on. Because humans are part animal, but obviously capable of more complex reasoning, knowledge, and understanding, Plato thought we must have both the rational lógos and the irrational epithumêtikon.

But there must be another part of our souls, too, thought Plato. Humans can feel what is good and bad and act accordingly without having to think about it. Pure logic doesn’t do that, nor do our animal appetites, so there must be a third part of the soul. He called this third part of the soul thumoeides, or thymos—the “spirited soul.”6 Thymos translates as “anger,” and it’s in this part of the soul where you find the feelings that get stuff done. Like the epithumêtikon, the thymos can be disturbed directly by pathē. When the thymos is perturbed, it creates anger, obviously. But that sort of perturbation can also cause the pathē of “hope,” which gets you to do things because you think they might be possible, even if they’re difficult. It can create the suffering of “fear,” which helps you escape from dangerous situations you were unable to avoid. Or it can induce the experience or suffering of “courage,” which gets you to do things even when you’re frightened. But—and Plato thought this was very important—the goals the spirited soul aims toward are not necessarily for the greater good. These pathē, like the animal soul, make you want to automatically seek pleasure or avoid pain without any thought. This reason-free drive toward pleasure is called boulesis. Boulesis is not virtuous, because sometimes doing the right thing is painful and doing evil things can give you pleasure.

To be truly virtuous, you need to strive for a type of good that comes from the lógos—eros. Eros isn’t about personal pleasure but the greater good. To act virtuously, you can’t just let your pathē guide you. You have to learn to think about what’s really best—to evaluate, to judge. You have to stop and think, “Is this really the right thing to do?” You can’t just do it because it gives you nice feelings. The right thing to do might even make you feel bad, taking you away from boulesis. But it’s still the right thing to do. That is eros. The distinction between boulesis and eros is a vital component of the emotional regime Plato constructed for his readers and followers. It even applied when someone they loved was about to be executed. Plato used the story of Socrates’s death as an example of the power of eros in the face of boulesis. But to get to that story we need to understand why Socrates was put to death in the first place.

The Trial of Socrates

Socrates was convicted of impiety and corruption of the young, and although that’s not really why many Athenians wanted him dead, it’s hard to argue that he wasn’t guilty. He was certainly guilty of corrupting the young. Socrates’s tactic, which has come to be known as the Socratic method, involved asking young men questions about their beliefs. Sometimes his questioning challenged the authorities, widely held notions of justice, and even the gods themselves. As Socrates’s interlocutors answered, he would ask them more questions, encouraging them to further challenge themselves and refine their ideas. Eventually, the Socratic method would often result in these men convincing themselves that Socrates was right about everything, including his impious ideas.

At the time, Athens had just begun to recover from a century of war and oppression. After a long war with the Persians followed by a bitter civil war with Sparta—during which Socrates became a respected and decorated soldier—the Spartans suspended Athens’s famous democracy and installed the Thirty Tyrants in its place. But the Athenians, frustrated by their newly imposed government, soon rebelled. It took them less than a year to boot the Thirty Tyrants out and arrest the people suspected of helping them.

Socrates was one of those arrested. His biggest offense wasn’t the impiety or the corruption of the young: it was the matter of whom, exactly, he had been corrupting—many of them were powerful, influential, and deeply hated people. They included Alcibiades, a prominent military general who continually flip-flopped between the Athenian and Spartan armies, depending on which best advantaged him. Socrates’s audience also included members of the Thirty Tyrants and the families who supported them. One such person was Critias, one of the most powerful of the Thirty.7 Another was the son of Critias’s niece Perictione: a young wrestler called Plato.

That Socrates’s arrest was politically motivated there is no doubt, but he was also guilty of the charges brought against him. Upon being found guilty, Socrates asked that instead of a death sentence the authorities provide him with free meals for the rest of his life in return for his services to the city. That went down about as well as you might imagine, and he was sentenced to death by poison.

The Death of Socrates

The death sentence was carried out when Socrates voluntarily drank a vial of hemlock. According to Plato’s account—which he claims to have gotten from another of Socrates’s students, Phaedo, who was actually there—when the people who were with Socrates saw him drink the poison, they started crying. Socrates got annoyed, asking, “What is this… you strange fellows. It is mainly for this reason that I sent the women away, to avoid such unseemliness, for I am told one should die in good omened silence. So keep quiet and control yourselves.”8 Their sorrow was born of grief and a need to find a way to change a painful situation. But Plato believed that, as men—and it was exclusively men—they should control themselves. He thought it was fine for women to weep, beat their chests, and tear their tunics. But not men. Their crying was selfish. It was about their selfish aversion to emotional pain and what they wished was good, not what was good.

After this scolding, the men in the room immediately stopped crying. To resist tears at the death of their friend must have meant investing vast amounts of emotional labor. Still, they felt ashamed of their behavior and realized that they cried not for Socrates—Socrates, it seemed, was content—but rather for their “misfortune in being deprived of such a comrade.”9 In other words, their crying wasn’t virtuous. It was selfish and therefore ran against the emotional regime that Socrates and Plato prescribed.

There’s another part of Plato’s account of Socrates’s death that perfectly demonstrates his belief about keeping pathē in check for the greater good.10 According to Plato, Socrates was offered the chance to escape.11 Running away would have felt like the right thing to do. His spirited soul would have been all for it—not dying is undoubtedly good on a personal level. However, he had been tried and found guilty, and that was that. Cheating the law would be wrong, unvirtuous. Plato’s Socrates believed that to give in to his feelings would be to turn away from justice, an act that would take him away from eros and toward boulesis. That would not do in Plato’s emotional regime.

According to Plato, Socrates’s final words were, “Crito, we owe a cock to Asclepius; make this offering to him and do not forget.”12 There’s been a great deal of debate over what this means. Asclepius was the god of healing; surely Socrates didn’t think he would be healed of a dose of fatal poison. Some think Socrates was babbling incoherently as the poison took hold.13 German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche thought he was saying that “life is an illness,” and he was glad to be cured of it.14 Some think that Socrates was thinking of his young friend Plato, who, let’s remember, was supposedly laid up sick in bed.15 We will probably never know for sure. But I think that perhaps Socrates was thanking Asclepius for healing the city he loved so much. Maybe he knew his execution would act as an emotional release, a catharsis, and that it ultimately served the greater good of Athens. It was the most virtuous act possible. The highest possible example of eros. For Plato, feelings had to be controlled for a greater good, so this explanation fits. Plato was using his friend’s death to tell us all how the greatest man he ever knew could control his desires and focus on eros, even as he was being executed.

The only other account we have of Socrates’s death comes from the soldier and follower of Socrates known as Xenophon. He wrote that Socrates was happy to die because, while he was still intellectually sharp at seventy years old, he was worried that he soon wouldn’t be.16 Xenophon’s Socrates was a much more practically minded man than Plato’s, spending as much time offering advice as arguing. Xenophon’s account may be nearer to the truth. But Plato’s writings aren’t about the truth; he isn’t presenting us with facts. He is teaching us a lesson about how the supremely virtuous can control their emotions for the greater good and how we ought to emulate that. He is setting forth an emotional regime—a set of rules for feeling and expressing feelings that he believes we should all abide by.

So what was Plato’s emotional regime? To put it as briefly as I can, it was the belief that the greater good is not about giving in to pathē—those perturbations of the soul that drive appetites and anger. Nor should you do what you think is right just because it feels right. You must use your lógos to find the greater good, the eros, in all things, and focus your actions on attaining it. Even if doing so causes your death.

Quite a few people stuck closely to Plato’s regime. Some people morphed it into something else—Stoicism—a regime of its own that we’ll come to later in the book. Others, like a young follower of Plato who went by the name of Aristotle, rejected Plato’s emotional regime almost entirely after coming to conclusions of his own.

Great Expectations

In roughly 334 BCE, sixty-five or so years after Socrates’s execution, a young man sat in a tent reading an important letter. According to the Greek biographer Plutarch, who, it must be noted, based his description on statues, this lad was small but muscular and hard. His light pinkish-red face was cleanly shaved, which was unusual for the time, and sat on a bent neck. His head leaned to one side most of the time, making his mismatched blue and brown eyes seem as though they were always looking up at something. It’s this physical imperfection that gives some credence to Plutarch’s description.17 The best modern guess as to why his neck tilted in that way is that he had some sort of physical ailment such as congenital muscular torticollis or ocular torticollis.18 But neither his height, his youth, his shaved chin, nor his neck problems stopped Alexander from becoming “great.” By 334 BCE, when Alexander was only twenty-two, he had liberated the Greeks, who were still under the yoke of the Persian forces some seventy years after the end of the Peloponnesian War. But Alexander wanted to go further. He wanted to invade Persia itself. He stood on the border between his kingdom and Asia and threw a spear. If it landed in Persia, he would conquer it. If it didn’t, he wouldn’t. After seeing the tip pierce Persian soil, he declared that the gods were offering Persia to him as a gift, and he would take it.

According to a story written by a man whom we historians call Pseudo-Callisthenes, the letter Alexander was reading came from a furious King Darius III of Persia. It was a letter filled with boasts and threats.i Darius claimed he was not just a king but also a god, a very rich god, who regarded Alexander as a “servant” who ought to go home and “remain on the lap of [his] mother… for at [his] age, one still requires training and nursing and lap-feeding.”19 This was not a subtle rebuke. A lesser leader might have turned back, worried that his men might find out about the power of the man who would meet them should they march on. But Alexander was smart. He was once tutored by a man whose work is so crucial to the study of philosophy that it’s still analyzed and debated today, despite the fact that his books have been lost to history, leaving only his lecture notes. That tutor and erstwhile pupil of Plato: Aristotle.

The Affections of Aristotle

If all Western philosophy is just a series of footnotes to Plato, the notes written by Alexander’s old teacher, Aristotle, were more thorough than most. Aristotle was a lot more practical than Plato. Whereas Plato—who often wanted to just sit and have a good think—liked to talk with his friends, Aristotle preferred measuring and looking at the world. This difference of opinion put Plato and Aristotle somewhat at odds. Eventually, in 348 BCE, Aristotle left Plato’s Academy. His reasons for doing so aren’t clear. Perhaps he had learned all he could from the school. Maybe it was because he didn’t get along with Plato’s successor, Speusippus. It could have been because Athenians were a little bit xenophobic about Macedonians such as Aristotle. In any case, after spending some time traveling, he returned home and took a job as head of the school at the temple of the nymphs in Mieza, Macedonia. It was here where he taught a teenage Alexander. It seems likely that emotions were part of the curriculum. If Aristotle had had his way, any powerful young man would have learned how to manipulate them. To teach his young pupil about emotions, he likely would have begun with the entity that, according to both him and Plato, underpins and generates our feelings—the soul.

On the face of it, Aristotle’s and Plato’s theories of the soul are very similar. Both saw the soul as existing in three parts, and both thought each part had a different set of powers. Both thought reason was located in a particular section of the soul that only existed in humans and gods. But Plato believed that a soul was external and controlled the shadowy body. Aristotle didn’t.

Aristotle’s three parts of the soul were based on what he observed. He saw that plants, animals, and humans were all alive, so he figured that all must have some sort of soul or life force. He saw that plants reproduce and grow as humans and animals do, but they don’t “feel” emotions or move very much. The soul of a plant must be simple, he reasoned, a “vegetative” soul. He also observed that animals do all the things plants do, but they also feel sensations and move, as humans do. They therefore must have a sensitive part of the soul. What animals can’t do is write philosophy and think about what souls are—they just react. He figured they must be lacking the rational part of the soul, which does the thinking. These three parts of the soul work as a hierarchy. Plants only have vegetative souls. If you add a sensitive soul to that, you get an animal. Finally, if you add a rational soul to an animal, you find yourself with a human.

Aristotle didn’t think that these souls were the real you and that your body was just some shadowy reflection on a cave wall, as Plato did. He thought that a body without a soul was just a lump of stuff—lifeless flesh that will soon become dirt. Similarly, he said, the soul has to be “in a body.”20 A soul without a body would cease to exist. The body and the soul create life together. The more parts of a soul something has, the more complicated a form of life it is. If it can reproduce and grow, it has been shaped by a vegetative soul. If it can also feel, sense things, and react, it’s shaped further by a sensitive soul. If it can think, it’s shaped further still by a rational soul.21 Similarly, a soul can’t exist without a body. Life needs both.

Aristotle didn’t agree with Plato’s idea that all parts of the soul could feel. For Aristotle, only the sensitive part could be perturbed and feel pathē, because that’s the part that controls the things that cause those disturbances—the external senses of sight, smell, touch, taste, and hearing. Aristotle thought it worked like this: your senses pick up on something in the outside world; maybe you see a lion. Seeing the danger perturbs your sensitive soul, causing pathē, perhaps of fear. Then you might flee immediately, with no input from your reasonable soul. Or your reasonable soul might step in to remind you that you’re at a zoo, so the lion can’t harm you. This pattern is the same with all the senses, which act as a link between the outside world and your internal feelings.22

One of the most significant differences between Plato and Aristotle is that Aristotle didn’t think emotions needed to be suppressed for the greater good—at least not in the lofty, almost spiritual, way that Plato did. If you were going to control your emotions, Aristotle thought, it should be to use them in a debate style called rhetoric. Rhetoric is the art of persuasion, and at its core is something called pathos, or the ability to draw out the feelings of the people to whom you are speaking. It’s a type of argumentation that politicians and lawyers still rely on today, perhaps too often.

Rhetoric doesn’t mean ignoring the facts altogether. In fact, in Aristotle’s book (or, rather, notes) on the subject—unsurprisingly titled Rhetoric—he repeatedly enjoins his readers to know all they can about the topics they intend to debate. But the facts should be presented using a range of emotional tricks, developed to win over your interlocutors emotionally and intellectually.

What makes Rhetoric useful for us is that Aristotle spends a fair amount of time detailing certain emotions. (Plato does this as well, but in a less systematic way.) Specifically, these are the pathē useful for pathos. He discusses them as pairs of opposites in book 2 of Rhetoric. But before he gets to them, he ends book 1 with the two primary emotions that he thinks all the others come from.


• The first is pleasure, which he defines as “a movement by which the soul as a whole is consciously brought into its normal state of being”—in other words, an unperturbed soul. Pleasure is associated with those feelings that help the soul go back to being unperturbed.23

• The second is pain—the opposite of pleasure, or a perturbed soul. Pain is associated with the feelings that cause the ripples in the first place.24


The ability to manipulate the pleasure and pain of others is what makes a good rhetorician. In some ways, this is what Socrates was doing. If you read Plato’s dialogues, you’ll find that Socrates’s endless interrogations provoked intense, painful reactions—most often anger. Perhaps that’s why anger is the first discrete pathē Aristotle wrote about.

Aristotle’s list of emotional pairs useful for rhetoric is:


• anger/calm;25

• friendship/enmity (or love/hate);26

• fear/confidence (the latter is described as “the absence or remoteness of what is terrible: it may be due either to the near presence of what inspires confidence or to the absence of what causes alarm”);27

• shame/shamelessness;28

• kindness/unkindness;ii29

• pity/indignation;30 and

• envy/emulation (the latter is described as a sort of good envy—feeling pleased when somebody has gotten or achieved something).31


According to Aristotle, the ability to express these feelings, and manipulate them in your opponent, goes a long way toward helping you win an argument. You had to master them, both in yourself and in others, if you wanted to be a debater with the skill of Socrates. Just be careful whom you debate with; it could get you into trouble.

Rhetoric to Alexander

Knowing that Alexander had studied with Aristotle and absorbed his views on emotions and rhetoric gives us insight into how he likely thought about his letter from Darius. Darius was furious at the notion of Alexander trying to invade his lands. Alexander was well aware that any response to this letter other than “Okay, I’m leaving” would get him into trouble. Or at least he hoped it would. Trouble appears to be what he was after. That and an empire the likes of which the world had never seen. He was going to get both.

Alexander is said to have read the mocking, insulting letter from Darius to his soldiers, which apparently worried some of them. After all, the Greeks had a long, brutal history of war with the Persians. But Alexander drew on his old teacher’s wisdom and spoke to his troops: “Why have you been frightened by these words?… The chieftain, Darius, not being able to do anything by his actions, pretends to be someone in his writings, just as dogs do in their barking.”32 Darius was trying to frighten Alexander and his troops. The problem for Darius was that Alexander knew what he and his army were capable of. Aristotle might have taught his old pupil that “when we are convinced that we excel in the qualities for which we are jeered at, we can ignore the jeering.”33 “The absence of what causes alarm” was Aristotle’s definition of confidence, and Alexander exuded it.

Understanding your audience is also essential to rhetoric. Aristotle claimed that you “must also take into account the nature of [your] particular audience when making a speech of praise; for, as Socrates used to say, ‘it is not difficult to praise the Athenians to an Athenian audience.’”34 Perhaps with that in mind, Alexander pointed out to his troops that the letter contained evidence of Darius’s immense wealth, so his men could look forward to sharing the loot when they beat him. The gathered combatants rather liked that idea. Alexander had replaced his troops’ fear with the same confidence and desire he was feeling, just as he had been trained to do.

Once his men were calmed, there was nothing for Alexander to do but write back.


It is the shame of shames that so great a king as Darius, who is bolstered by such great forces and shares the throne of the gods, [will] fall under the humble and abject servitude of a single man, Alexander.35



Alexander then told his men to crucify the Persian messengers, who, quite understandably, were “panic-stricken.” He was never going to actually have them killed, however. After some groveling on their part, Alexander released them and told them:


Now you are terrified and afraid of being beaten to death and beg not to die; so I am setting you free. For my desire is not to slay you but rather to show the difference between the king of the Greeks and that barbarian tyrant of yours.36



Darius had made a mistake; Alexander had been taught well. He knew how to manipulate people’s feelings. He could inspire bravery in his men by mocking Darius’s attempts at intimidation. What’s more, he gave Darius a lesson on the proper way to terrify your enemies: playing with a man’s desire to stay alive before releasing him from mortal peril has great power. The messengers went back to tell Darius that Alexander was great.

Almost ten years later, Alexander stood by the Ganges River, in northern India. He had conquered Egypt and much of the land between Greece and the Himalayas, including Darius’s kingdom, just as the gods had promised. But his troops had finally had enough. They missed their families and their homes and refused to battle any further. They wanted to go home. Alexander dreamed of what might lay beyond, what other treasures he could behold. But there, by the Ganges, he reluctantly agreed to set off back to Greece. His empire had reached its limit.

It wasn’t so bad going home. Alexander could catch up with his old tutor, Aristotle, and read some of the dialogues that he’d been writing at his new school, the Lyceum.

Feeling Philosophical

Plato and Aristotle are two of the biggest names in ancient Greek philosophy. Emotions were of vital importance to both of them, although, as with so many other things, they disagreed not only about how they worked but also about how they ought to be used. To Plato, feelings could either raise us to a greater good or condemn us to dangerous short-term pleasures. Aristotle thought emotions sprang from a part of the soul we share with animals and that they were useful when arguing or negotiating with an enemy. Both believed that emotions could be manipulated by reason, or lógos. Plato thought emotions should be directed toward something high, something spiritual, while Aristotle thought of them in a practical, down-to-earth way, as a tool for getting things done. Pretty much every disagreement between these two men can be boiled down to Plato’s emphasis on the spiritual versus Aristotle’s pragmatic focus on real-world applications. Their views on emotion are certainly no different.

Plato’s and Aristotle’s ideas about emotion and the soul came to form the cornerstone of Western thought and politics for nearly two thousand years. One or the other, or both, influenced every philosopher who followed, as well as civilizations, political movements, and religious beliefs. The theories of emotion that Plato and Aristotle offered helped to establish the cultures and beliefs of the entire Western world. Don’t believe me? Keep reading, and you’ll see how often their basic ideas surface and resurface. They helped millions of people around the world understand themselves, and it wasn’t until the 1600s that anyone seriously challenged them.

Needless to say, the ancient Greeks weren’t the only people who influenced theories about emotion. Nor were Plato and Aristotle the only people to have a significant global impact by trying to spell out what emotions are and what we should do about them. In ancient India, at roughly the same time that Socrates was facing his execution, another debate about feelings was taking place, one that also appears to have inspired just about every thinker who came after it, from the shores of China to the fringes of Christendom. So let’s move to the same northern provinces of India from which Alexander turned back—the place where an emperor’s emotional conversion had a profound effect on history.

Footnotes

i Bear in mind that there’s a reason we call the writer Pseudo-Callisthenes. But even though the story may well be made up, it still goes a long way toward explaining Aristotle’s emotions.

ii This is interesting because it suggests that Aristotle thought of a person’s actions, not just feelings, as the result of pathē.
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Indian Desires

King Chandashoka was a cruel, violent man; his brutality was infamous across all of India. According to some legends, he was so evil that he visited hell to learn the most vicious ways to torture people. Chandashoka inherited his modest kingdom—the Mauryan Empire—circa 265 BCE and immediately set about expanding the borders of his reign. Before long, his empire stretched across the Indian subcontinent from what is now Afghanistan to what is now Bangladesh. But after eight years there was still one annoying little region on the East Indian coast that he hadn’t quite found a way to subdue: Kalinga.

When Chandashoka marched on Kalinga, events didn’t go as planned. The war was long and brutal. Death, mutilation, and carnage surrounded him in every direction; the ground ran red with blood. His earlier battles had killed thousands, sometimes tens of thousands. This time, more than one hundred thousand people were slaughtered, and many more died of disease and starvation because of the fighting. Another one hundred and fifty thousand people were displaced from their homes. Chandashoka witnessed a train of desperate, terrified refugees forced to walk for hundreds of miles. During battle and afterward, he was exposed to evils that made hell look like paradise. And if the legends are only partly true about what happened next, this experience caused him to undergo one of the most profound spiritual conversions in history. For this reason, the world doesn’t remember him as Chandashoka (Ashoka the Monster, or Ashoka the Cruel). In India, he became known as King Piyadasi (he who regards everyone with affection) and Devanampriya (beloved of the gods). He’s more commonly known as Ashoka the Great.

Ashoka’s conversion took place because the focus of his desires changed, and that was no small thing. Ideas about desire and what you should do with it lie at the root of most ancient Indian religions, but each understands desire somewhat differently. Any change in Ashoka’s wants and desires was likely to dramatically affect the way he lived his life and what he believed. But as feelings go, desire is unusual and complicated. So before we move on, let me try to unpack some modern ideas about desire that might help us better understand the forces that changed Ashoka’s life and, with it, the lives of his subjects.

Rewarding Desires

Imagine yourself on a beach, the sun warming your skin, a cool breeze regulating the temperature, the waves breaking gently onto the shore. You lie back, feeling the sand cascading between your toes as the stresses of daily life fall away. You feel calm; you feel happy. But as you gaze out to sea, you notice the fin of a great white shark. The calmness and happiness give way to fear and panic as you alone seem to have spotted the danger. You feel a deep, visceral desire to tell someone. You leave your idyllic spot and run for the lifeguard, who sounds the alarm and clears the shoreline before any harm can be done. Then you experience relief.

Of all the feelings you experienced, did you notice the odd one out? Most of those feelings—happiness, calm, fear, panic, and relief—were caused by the world around you affecting your senses. You felt relaxed and happy because of the heat of the sun, the brush of the sand, the sound of the ocean. You felt fear and panic because your eyes detected the shark, and you felt relief when you could see that everyone was safe. But the desire you experienced was different. Even though the sight of the shark triggered the urge to tell someone, it was the desire to stop people from getting injured that sent you running to the lifeguard. You might have felt the fear and still watched, paralyzed with terror, as someone got hurt. You might have panicked and waved your arms around, not really helping the situation. There are a million things you could have done, but instead you felt a desire to tell someone about the shark—a desire for people to be safe. In other words, while most feelings are “world-to-brain”—that is, we sense something in the world, and it creates feelings inside us—desire is “brain-to-world.” We feel desire, then we do something.

There are many types of desire. It can be intrinsic—that is, a desire you have for its own sake, such as wanting ice cream or a nice car. Or maybe you want to share your love of a subject with other people. Desire can also be instrumental—a desire to do something that will lead to something else. For example, you might desire to earn money so that you can buy an ice cream cone. You might desire to buy flowers to make your wife happy, or you might even desire to write a book so that others can be as enthusiastic about the history of emotion as you are. Desires can be strong or weak, depending on how badly you want something. They can also be occurrent; that is, they can prey on your mind. Desiring to pass your next exam and desiring to get out of a sticky situation fall into this category. Desires can also be standing: standing desires, such as the desire to live to a ripe old age, linger in the back of your mind.

Each of these subsets of desire can also be, as philosopher Harry Frankfurt puts it, either first-order desires—the desire for an object or for an event to take place—or second-order desires, the desire to desire.1 Your desire to tell a lifeguard about a shark would be an instrumental first-order desire: you desire to do something that leads to something else (to tell the lifeguard so that he can get people out of the water) and for something to happen (for lives to be saved). But while desire can be explained in terms of orders and types, there is a way to understand them that I think works better. This way of looking at desire comes from philosopher Timothy Schroeder. He managed to boil all the many philosophical and scientific ideas about wanting and wishing into what he calls the three faces of desire.2

The first is motivational desire: the desire to get up and do things. The second is hedonic desire: the desire to experience pleasure and avoid pain. Finally, there is learning desire: the desire to learn through experience what will be good for us and what will not. Of course, these three need not exist in a vacuum. The motivational desire to pass a driving test requires a hedonic desire for the pleasure that driving independently gives you and the learning desire to become an experienced motorist.

Schroeder also identifies two unifying elements of desire: reward and punishment. Learning to ski is a reward. Not learning to ski and being laughed at (or breaking your neck) is a punishment. Reward and punishment are what link desire not only to thoughts but also to other emotions, including some of the most primitive we have. I’ll primarily be using Schroeder’s framework to unpack the various types of desire from this point on.

By the way, when I use the word desire, I also mean things that are found under that word in a thesaurus—need, want, appetite, longing, craving, yearning, wish, aspiring, hankering, and so on—partly because it stops me from unnecessarily overcomplicating things but mostly because
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