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        All have the potential for self-knowledge and sound thinking.

        HERACLITUS

      

      

      

      In my work as a psychiatrist, I help to treat mental disorder—and, I’m delighted to say, most of the people I see do get better.

      But why stop here?

      I believe that there is much more to mental health than the mere absence of mental disorder.

      Mental health is not just about surviving, but about thriving, about developing and expressing our highest, fullest potential as human beings.

      Before Christianity, there were, of course, the pagan gods, Zeus and Jupiter and their ilk. But, especially for the high-minded, there were also a number of philosophical schools, the major ones being cynicism, stoicism, skepticism, and epicureanism. Although each with its own outlook and method, all four schools aimed at the attainment of mental tranquillity and mastery, or ataraxia—making them, in my view, much more similar than different.

      Ataraxia [Greek, ‘lack of disturbance or trouble’] is also the guiding principle of this series, with each book, like each philosophy, adopting a distinct but complementary approach to peace of mind: exploring the deep origins of our distress in The Meaning of Madness; defending against the demons of self-deception in Hide and Seek; understanding and refining our emotions in Heaven and Hell; regulating our relations with others in For Better For Worse; developing our cognitive skills in Hypersanity; and, finally, redefining our concept of success and happiness in The Art of Failure.

      Although the series is numbered, each book can happily stand on its own—meaning that you can read just one or all six, and in whichever order you like.

      Ataraxia is closely linked with eudaimonia, which is often translated as ‘happiness’ but which is, in fact, a much deeper, fuller, and richer concept, sometimes articulated in terms of flourishing, or living a life that is worthwhile and fulfilling.

      The stakes could not be higher.
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        Socrates used to say that the best king was the one who could rule his emotions.

        STOBAEUS, FLORILEGIUM

      

      

      

      With the decline of religion and traditional social structures, our emotions, though maladapted to modern times, have come to play an increasingly important role in our lives. It has forever been said that we are ruled by our emotions, but this today is truer than ever. Much more than reason or tradition, it is our emotions that determine our choice of profession, partner, and politics, and our relation to money, sex, and religion. Nothing can make us feel more alive, or more human, than our emotions, or hurt us more. Yet, astonishingly, the emotions are utterly neglected in our schools and universities and broader society, leading to millions of mis-lived lives.

      My own journey is a case in point: I trained as a doctor, and later specialized in psychiatry, without ever being taught about the emotions.

      The core of this book has evolved from a series of articles that I wrote for Psychology Today. The introduction is relatively dense and technical, and the casual reader might prefer to skip straight to Chapter 1 on boredom. The 26 chapters are intended to be read sequentially, starting with boredom and ending, somewhat optimistically, in ecstasy—but, because each chapter is fairly self-contained, you can easily dip in and out of the book and progress in any order or none at all.

      As I explain in the Introduction, emotions are intimately related to traits, moods, desires, perceptions, and beliefs. For this reason, I have adopted a fairly loose definition of ‘emotion’ and included chapters on, for example, desire, ambition, and laughter. But there are no chapters specifically on fear and sadness (or anxiety and depression), because I have already discussed these emotions at great length in the first book of the Ataraxia series, The Meaning of Madness. I also discuss them, under a different angle, in the Ancient Wisdom series, most of all in Stoic Stories. If you are prone to feelings of anxiety and depression, my self-help guide Growing from Depression is free to download from my website.

      I hope that you enjoy reading this book as much as I enjoyed writing it, and that it helps you as much as it helped me.

      To control our emotions is to control ourselves, and to control ourselves is to control our destiny.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

          THE PSYCHOLOGY AND PHILOSOPHY OF THE EMOTIONS

        

      

    

    
      What is an emotion? The answer is not entirely clear. ‘Emotion’ is a relatively recent term and there are languages that do not carry an equivalent.

      Historically, people spoke not of emotions but of passions. The passions encompass, or encompassed, not only the emotions, but also pleasure, pain, and desire. ‘Passion’, like ‘passivity’, derives from the Latin patere, ‘to suffer’. It has often seemed that the passive passions are not within our control, and today the term has come to refer to a powerful or compelling feeling or desire, especially love or lust, while also retaining the more restricted mediaeval meaning of the suffering of Christ on the Cross and the martyrdom of the saints.

      The notion of passivity is preserved in ‘emotion’, which derives from the Latin emovere, ‘to move out, remove, agitate’. To suffer an emotion, as we sometimes say, is to be acted upon, to be disturbed, and, often, to be distressed.

      A long line of thinkers from Plato to Descartes and Kant have opposed the ‘animal’ passions to calm and divine reason, and sought to govern the passions through rational understanding—a pursuit often associated with the Stoic ideal of apatheia, or freedom from passions such as fear and anger. Regrettably, this historical privileging of reason has led not so much to the healthy mastery of feeling as to its near complete disregard. Today, the emotions are so overlooked that most people are oblivious to the deep currents that move them, hold them back, and lead them astray.
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      If I say, ‘I am grateful’, I could mean one of three things: that I am currently feeling grateful for something; that I generally feel grateful for that thing; or that I am a grateful kind of person. Similarly, if I say, ‘I am proud’, I could mean that I am currently feeling proud about something, that I generally feel proud about that thing, or that I am a proud kind of person. Let’s agree to call the first instance (currently feeling proud about something) an emotional experience, the second instance (generally feeling proud about that thing) an emotion or sentiment, and the third instance (being a proud kind of person), a trait.

      It is common to confuse these three instances, especially the first and the second. But whereas an emotional experience is brief and episodic, an emotion—which may or may not result from accreted emotional experiences—can perdure for many years, and, in that time, predispose to a variety of emotional experiences, as well as thoughts, beliefs, desires, and actions. For instance, love can give rise not only to amorous feelings, but also to joy, grief, rage, longing, and jealousy, among others.

      Similarly, few people know to distinguish between a feeling and an emotion. An emotional experience, by virtue of being a conscious experience, is necessarily a feeling, as are physical sensations such as hunger, fullness, or pain (although not all conscious experiences are also feelings, not, for example, believing or seeing, presumably because they lack a somatic, or bodily, dimension). In contrast, an emotion, being in some sense latent, can only ever be felt, sensu stricto, through the emotional experiences to which it gives rise, even though it may also be discovered through its associated thoughts, beliefs, desires, and actions.

      Despite their manifold manifestations, emotions need not themselves be conscious, and some emotions, such as hating one’s mother or coveting one’s same-sex friend, might only be recognised after several years in psychotherapy.

      If an emotion remains unconscious, this is often by repression or some more elaborate form of self-deception which build upon repression. Self-deception can also take place at the level of an emotional experience, commonly by misrepresenting the type or intensity of the emotional experience or misattributing its object or cause. Thus, envy is often construed as indignation, and Schadenfreude (pleasure derived from the misfortune of others) as sympathy. Fear of ghosts or ‘the dark’ is almost certainly fear of death, since people who have come to terms with death are hardly afraid of such things.

      Beyond this, it could be argued that even the most faithful of emotions is inherently self-deceptive in so far as it lends weight in our experience to one thing, or some things, over others, thereby clouding our perspective and the ‘bigger picture’. In that much, emotions are not objective or neutral perceptions, but subjective ‘ways of seeing’ that reflect our particular, contingent needs and preoccupations.
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      Having distinguished between emotions, emotional experiences, and feelings, I ought to say something about traits. A trait is a disposition to have certain emotions and emotional experiences—or, in some cases (e.g. fearlessness, pitilessness, remorselessness…) not to have them. Traits also encompass certain characteristic thoughts, beliefs, desires, and actions, and can in turn be shaped by these elements. Traits are often named for their predominant emotion and classed as either virtue or vice, for example, humility, gratitude, and greed. That said, a number of old-fashioned virtues do not involve any one predominant emotion but instead control or mastery over the emotions, for example, courage, prudence, and temperance.

      One can also distinguish between temperamental traits and character traits. The first (e.g. shyness, impulsivity) are innate and cannot altogether be altered, whereas the second (e.g. loyalty, empathy) are more open to shaping. ‘Character’ derives from the Greek charaktêr, which originally referred to the mark impressed upon a coin, and character traits can become so ingrained as to imprint themselves onto our physical features. As Coco Chanel once quipped, ‘Nature gives you the face you have at twenty. Life shapes the face you have at thirty. But at fifty you get the face you deserve.’

      Just as traits can be inferred from behaviour, so behaviour can be inferred from traits—although, of course, situational factors also have an important role to play in determining behaviour. In accounting for the behaviour of others, our tendency is to overestimate the role of traits over situational factors, a bias, called correspondence bias, which goes into reverse when it comes to explaining our own behaviour. Thus, if Charles fails to mow the lawn, I may indict him with forgetfulness, laziness, or spite; but if I fail to mow the lawn, I am more likely to absolve myself on the grounds of busyness, tiredness, or inclement weather.

      While we are quick to ascribe traits, we are reluctant to revise our ascriptions in light of contravening information, which is why first impressions are so important. But even a trait that has been correctly ascribed can be trumped by situational factors, and, of course, also contends and competes with any number of other traits. For example, loyalty, though it exists, is often trumped by greed or cowardice. In Camus’s Stranger, Meursault murders a man mainly because he has the sun in his eyes.
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      It can also be instructive to distinguish emotions from moods, desires, perceptions, and beliefs. One at a time.

      An emotion is ‘intentional’ in that it is directed at a specific object or class of object, typically a person, thing, action, event, or state of affairs. This object, although specified, need not exist in the normal sense, so that it is perfectly possible to love unicorns or fear the devil.

      In contrast, a mood such as irritability or depression is more diffuse and not especially directed at any particular object. But the distinction is not cut and dry: moods can condense into emotions, and emotions evaporate into hanging moods. Indeed, a mood could be described as a passive and more or less passing disposition for emotions of a particular shade—and it is by virtue of this passivity that moods, unlike traits, can be upheld to excuse our behaviour: “Sorry I lashed out, I’ve been a bit on edge lately.”

      As with emotions, moods have no felt quality other than through the emotional experiences to which they predispose; and so, as with emotions, it is possible to be unconscious of a mood and to have it pointed out to us.

      Just as the formal object of belief is truth, so the formal object of emotion is evaluation: beliefs aim at truth, emotions aim at evaluation. Just like beliefs, emotions aim at being justified, that is, at according with reality. But whereas beliefs aim, at least in theory, at according with objective reality, emotions aim more at according with subjective reality, that is, at reflecting the significance or meaning of their object for the subject at that point in time.

      Desires on the other hand aim at altering reality so that it comes to accord with them. So, whereas emotions (and beliefs) have a mind-to-world direction of fit, desires have a world-to-mind direction of fit: emotions aim at reflecting reality, desires at changing it.

      Emotions do seem to involve desires. If I am angry with John, that is because I desire him to treat me with respect; if I am terrified of the lion, that is because I desire not to suffer or die. Emotions also give rise to desires, for example, to reprimand John or escape from the lion. But desires of the first kind (desires involved in emotions) differ from desires of the second kind (desires arising from emotions) in that they are more abstract or general or latent, and more akin to dispositions than to desires proper.

      Desires need not arise from emotions, and come in various forms and guises, including wishes, drives, urges, impulses, compulsions, longings, cravings, and yearnings. Properly speaking, a wish is a desire that is unlikely to be satisfied, as in, “I wish I didn’t have to work!” A drive is a desire that arises from the body, for example, the sex drive. An urge is a drive that has become urgent. An impulse is a sudden, unpremeditated or unchecked desire that is closely associated with a particular action. A compulsion is an impulse that is very hard to resist, as in obsessive-compulsive disorder. Longing is strong and sustained desire, especially for something that is hard to obtain or attain. Craving is longing borne out of physical distress. And yearning is longing accompanied by tenderness or sadness.

      What of perceptions? Like emotions, perceptions aim at reflecting reality. But unlike emotions, perceptions are closely associated with sensory modalities (sight, hearing, touch…) and their specialized organs (the eyes, the ears, the skin…). They are circumscribed to the here and now, to what is around us, and transparent insofar as they involve (at least on the surface) no more than material objects and their physical properties. Emotions in contrast are valenced (positive, negative, or mixed) and can be grounded in a multitude of mental states, enabling them to be about the past (memory), the future and conditional (imagination), or no time at all (fantasy). Perceptions feed into beliefs, and, like beliefs, aim at reflecting objective reality, whereas emotions aim more at reflecting subjective reality—not reality itself, but, as has been said, our relationship with it.

      Beliefs are thoughts that are held to be true. A belief is held, not felt: I can believe that something is fearsome and yet not fear it. More significantly, a belief is either right or wrong, whereas an emotion, however unjustified, is less open to contestation. ‘To feel’ is often used to mean ‘to think’ or ‘to believe’, as in, “I feel that Daphna is lying to me.” This figure of speech reflects and reveals the close connections between emotions and beliefs. Just as beliefs can give rise to emotions, so emotions can give rise to beliefs, and also lend them salience and persistence, which is why Aristotle’s Rhetoric on the art of persuasion includes a detailed dissection of the emotions, and why adverts and propaganda focus less on fact and more on feeling.

      Importantly, it is emotions that catalyse beliefs into actions. That we human beings are much better than machines at making decisions has much to do with our emotions, which define the parameters of any particular deliberation and carry to conscious attention only a pertinent or salient selection of all the available facts and alternatives. Our emotions also motivate us, and people with a diminished capacity for emotion—whether from brain injury, severe depression, or another mental disorder—find it especially hard to make decisions let alone act upon them.

      Although closely related to traits, moods, desires, perceptions, and beliefs, emotions do not amount to any of these things, suggesting that they form a separate and natural kind.
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      Yet the emotions are very varied. For instance, they can be non-moral or moral, non-reflexive or reflexive (about the self, such as embarrassment or guilt), and first-order or second-order (about another emotion, such as shame at my fear). They can also be positive, negative, or, as with nostalgia and arguably anger, both positive and negative. One of the few emotions that does not carry a consistent valence is surprise, which can be positive, negative, or mixed—although, of course, every instance of surprise is one or another.

      An emotion may be positive or negative by virtue of being pleasant or unpleasant, pleasant emotions being reactions to those things that have tended to sustain and validate us in the course of our evolutionary history, and unpleasant emotions being reactions to those things that have tended to harm or undermine us. An important implication is that our emotions may not be entirely adapted to modern life. In particular, our emotions tend to short-term bias, leading to the hyperbolic discounting of long-term pleasure
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