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Preface

The word ‘sentiment’ has fallen on hard times. Today, it is hardly used,
and its cousin, ‘sentimental’, has negative connotations. Two and a
half centuries ago, towards the end of the Enlightenment, things were
very different. Then, sentiment meant roughly what ‘emotion’ means
today.

The philosophers of the Enlightenment were fascinated by the
emotions. David Hume, Adam Smith, and Thomas Reid all wrote at
length about the sentiments and the passions. These thinkers believed
that emotions were vital to individual and social existence. Smith did
not just found the ‘dismal science’ (economics); he also helped to
pioneer the ‘sentimental science’ (the psychology of emotion). In his first
book, The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759), he proposed that
emotions were the thread that wove together the fabric of society. Like
Hume and Reid, Smith did not regard emotion and thought as
implacable enemies. For all of these thinkers, it was rational to be
emotional, and no science of the mind could be complete without also
addressing the heart.

The Romantics rejected this view, reviving an older view of emotions as
fundamentally at odds with reason. Humans were faced with a stark
choice between emotion and reason, and the wise ones chose to follow
their hearts rather than their heads. Rousseau argued that reason

had led man out of his innocent ‘state of nature’ into decadence. To
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return to innocence meant listening to one’s feelings rather than
consulting logic. The secrets of sentiment were to be unlocked by poetry,
not by science.

I have used the word ‘sentiment’ in the subtitle of this book to signal my
sympathy with the Enlightenment view of emotion. Unlike the
Romantics, I do not believe that emotions are fundamentally at odds
with reason, nor that we should always follow our hearts rather than our
heads. Rather, like Adam Smith, I believe that intelligent action results
from a harmonious blend of emotion and reason. I believe that a
creature without emotions would be less rational than us, not more, but
I also believe that there are times when it is better to listen to the head
rather than the heart. Knowing when to follow our feelings and when to
ignore them is a valuable talent that some have called ‘emotional
intelligence’.

In this book I argue for a return to the view of emotions as reason’s ally,
not its enemy. Like Smith and Hume, I believe that the scientific study
of emotion is not only possible, but of great value. This is not because 1
think we can ever reduce emotional experience to a dry formula.
However, thinking more clearly about emotion need not be opposed to
feeling more deeply. It is my hope that knowing more about how
emotions work can help us to lead richer lives, not poorer. At the very
least, it can be exciting to learn about the recent scientific advances in

our understanding of these mysterious phenomena.

Scientific interest in the emotions underwent something of a
renaissance in the 1990s. For much of the twentieth century, research in
the emotions was confined to a few psychologists and even fewer
anthropologists. At the dawn of the twenty-first century, however,
things are rather different. Emotion is now a hot topic. Anthropologists
have begun to question their previous views on the cultural relativity of
emotional experience. Cognitive psychologists have abandoned their
exclusive focus on reasoning, perception, and memory, and are
rediscovering the importance of affective processes. Neuroscientists and
researchers in artificial intelligence have also joined the debate,



contributing further pieces to the jigsaw. This book attempts to step
back and put some of these pieces together.

Needless to say, a short book like this cannot hope to cover all aspects of
such a complex area. I have had to leave some very interesting areas of
emotion research to one side. The reader will not find, for example, a
discussion of how emotions develop in children, although this too is a
burgeoning area of study. Nor is there any mention of the growing
literature on individual differences in emotional experience. My choice
of topics reflects my own idiosyncratic interests and my guesses about
what will prove most interesting to you.

I start with a discussion of the variety of emotional experiences in X
different cultures. Every culture has its own emotional climate, and T

draw on anthropological research that has documented some of these
variations. However, many anthropologists now think that the

differences between emotional experiences around the world are minor

when compared with the similarities. In Chapter One I argue that

emotions constitute a kind of ‘universal language’ that binds humanity
together into a single family. Our common emotional heritage goes

deeper than the cultural differences that set us apart.

We owe this shared emotional repertoire to our common ancestry. We
are all descended from a few thousand hominids who lived on the
African plains a hundred thousand years ago. Many of our emotions
were forged in this bygone age. Many more emotions go back even
further, to a time when our ancestors were not even human. In Chapter
Two I explore the evolutionary history of emotion, and argue that
emotions were — and still are - vital for survival. Emotions are not just
luxuries. Still less are they obstacles to intelligent action, as Plato
believed. The creators of Star Trek were wrong to suppose that the
Vulecans, an imaginary alien race that lacked emotions, would be more
intelligent than humans. Spock notwithstanding, an intelligent creature

that lacked emotions simply could not evolve.

Of course, we now live in very different environments from those in



which our ancestors evolved. In particular, we have many means of
inducing happiness in ourselves that our ancestors never even dreamt
of. In Chapter Three I discuss these ‘technologies of mood’ that promise
to provide us with short cuts to happiness, from psychotherapy and art
to drugs and meditation. I ask whether or not they work, and discuss the
dangers that beset some of these attempts to circumvent the more
circuitous path to happiness that natural selection laid out for us.

In Chapter Four I explain how emotions affect ‘cognitive’ capacities such
as memory, attention, and perception. The power of emotions to affect
these things makes emotional technologies very appealing to advertisers
and politicians. Appealing to feelings offers a way of making people
change their minds without having to provide good arguments or
evidence. I conclude the chapter with a discussion of the various
emotional technologies of persuasion such as subliminal advertising.

The most recent discipline to have entered the debate on emotion is
artificial intelligence. Since the early 1990s, computer scientists have
become increasingly interested in building emotional machines, and
workers in robotics are already making some progress in this area. In
the final chapter I discuss these recent developments, and speculate on
where it will all lead. Will we succeed in building robots that have
feelings just like we do? And what might be the consequences of such
technology?

I do not pretend to have the last word on emotion. A really good theory

of emotion may remain forever beyond our grasp. However, I find the

attempt to construct such a theory a fascinating thing in its own right. I

hope that reading this book will lead you to share my enthusiasm.
Dylan Evans

London

September 2000
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