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To Val


Emotion Probably no other term in psychology shares its non-definability with its frequency of use.

Penguin Dictionary of Psychology
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Introduction

Many years ago I was having a variety of problems and sought help from a therapist. In the first session I related an incident that had occurred.


‘And how do you feel about that Brian?’ he asked.

‘I think it was rather interesting,’ I replied.

‘No. How did you feel about it?’ he repeated.

‘As I said, I think it was interesting,’ I again replied.

‘I’m asking you about your feelings, Brian. What do you feel about that incident?’



I was stunned, silent for a long time.

‘I really don’t know what you are talking about,’ I answered him with all honesty. I knew the word ‘feelings’ but I had no idea what feelings were.

I have come some way since then, but my head still rules my heart to some degree.

You may well ask, ‘How does someone once so bereft of emotions come to be writing a book about them?’ Perhaps being an observer allows me to see and query things accepted by others, just as a coach notices things unobserved by the team. It has been said that the spectator sees most of the game.

Emotions are varied and complex parts of our lives, and each person translates them in a different way. Like fingerprints, they are universal yet individually unique. To some they are as easy and natural as breathing, while others struggle with their feelings as an asthmatic gasps for air.

The aim of this book is to help you, the reader, to examine your emotional make-up and the role this plays in your attitudes and responses to life. I believe the insights you acquire will help you to live more peacefully with yourself and those around you. Like any part of the mind/body system, having the components work well together enables you to perform much more comfortably and successfully.

By working with feelings rather than battling against them, we can utilise their power and energy as resources to improve our lives. Doing the best we can allows us to be who we really are, rather than distorting our personality with internal conflicts. Working in harmony with emotions allows us to achieve our greatest potential.

Writing this book has helped me to view the workings of the heart with more importance, and I hope it will do the same for you. It draws on my 30 years of experience in analysis, during which hundreds of clients have consulted me for help with their emotions. Every day I am presented with stories, experiences and difficulties, and my job is to help unravel the tangle causing so much pain. These consultations have provided me with a vast amount of experience – real, not theoretical – in dealing with emotions, and that is the foundation of this book. Already it has met with great success as I have given specific chapters to clients struggling with emotional conflict. Martha, for example, suffered from panic attacks when visiting certain parts of London which triggered memories relating to unpleasant experiences in the past. I gave her the relevant chapter and she was able to ‘break her triggers’ and travel to those places feeling calm and confident. Similarly, Lucas and his partner read about the art of listening and, as a result, found that their communication and understanding of each other improved immensely.

To gain the most from this book, read it slowly. As it is the distillation of 30 years’ experience, treat it like a concentrated cordial. Dilute it by sipping one paragraph, one page, one chapter at a time: digest the words and apply the thoughts to your life. Hurrying through to reach the end is like drinking neat cordial – it will not quench your thirst.

Go back to different sections from time to time and re-read chapters relating to your needs. You may have progressed since first reading them and be able to make more sense of them the second or third time round.

As you read this book, you will come to understand more about the things we call feelings or emotions, and in the process learn how you can be in harmony with your own emotions rather than being ruled or restricted by them. The connecting thread will take you along labyrinthine passages involving the past and the future, along apparently unrelated pathways, such as belief systems and body language, into concealed caves of the unconscious and laboratories of research scientists. Along the way you will learn about therapies that improve the processing of emotions, techniques such as visualisation that enable you to see feelings inside you, and body manipulation, such as solar plexus pressure, that releases emotions previously undiscovered.

The aim of the book is to help people from all walks of life to understand (and correct) the pattern or sequence of their behaviours. Look at the examples below.




Tom had broken up from his girlfriend Julie one year prior to seeing me, but couldn’t get over her. Every waking moment she was there, somewhere inside him, causing grief. Often in our sessions he was bright and cheerful, but when Julie’s name was mentioned tears filled his eyes beyond control.

The simplified sequence of events for Tom was:


	He was feeling bright and cheerful.

	Julie’s name was spoken.

	His mind processed the word.

	A feeling was produced.

	His lachrymal glands were activated.

	Tears overflowed onto his cheeks.



Tom had no control over the sequence.

Josephine has her specific problems when shopping.


	She picks up a basket in the supermarket.

	She experiences the sights, smells and sounds of a normal supermarket.

	Her mind processes these senses.

	She is overwhelmed by a feeling of fear.

	She is unable to do her shopping and leaves.



Josephine has no control of this sequence.

Wendy knows she doesn’t want to visit her father who sexually abused her as a child.


	She receives a call from him inviting her to dinner.

	She hears his voice, her mind processes what he says and she is unable to say no.

	From the time of the telephone conversation till the dinner she is in complete turmoil.

	She attends the dinner, sitting mutely through the meal, paralysed by fear and numb to any other emotion.



Wendy has no control of this sequence of events.





 

This book is written for the millions of people like Tom, Josephine and Wendy. In fact, everyone has a sequence of events that in some way resembles those just described. How often do we hear, ‘I can’t do that, I’d be too frightened’ or ‘I wish I could feel less guilty about doing that’ or ‘My jealousy ruins every relationship I have’?

Many people are dominated by their emotions in ways that are painful, restrictive and limiting. Choices are not available to them. What they want to do and what they are actually able to do are very separate things. By understanding these mysterious entities called feelings we may well be able to free ourselves from their limiting control. By learning about the ways and means they have to influence our lives, we can ensure they are up to date, appropriate and helpful. By devising techniques to help us improve our feelings and form a useful partnership with them we gain control of our lives.

Emotions are part of a chain reaction involving external events, thoughts, triggers and stored experiences, and by looking at each link of the chain, we begin to understand what is happening. By improving some of these links we create a much more flexible and healthy chain that is supportive rather than restrictive.

Information and understanding impart the power to decide, make choices and direct our lives. My research, as described in this book, will provide you with some of that information and understanding.

So many patients start their consultation with ‘Doctor, I feel –’ The emotion may be fear, anger, guilt, sadness, jealousy or depression, but the common factor is feelings. Often these feelings are felt in the present but originate in the past. Stored, unresolved emotions lie deep in our unconscious and are brought to life by a variety of factors called ‘triggers’. Learning about the original emotions, as well as the triggers, gives us the tools for change.

Emotions have been studied from vastly different perspectives. In 1872 Charles Darwin wrote about emotions in different societies from an evolutionary angle. Sigmund Freud studied the emotions of his patients from a medical point of view, forming theories that became the foundation of psychoanalysis. Modern research using computer-operated imaging devices and molecular studies is currently studying the building blocks of emotion. My aim is to look at emotion from a practical point of view and ask questions that arise from it. Tom’s tears, for example, prompt me to ask, ‘What is happening now? How can the process be improved? What tools can I provide to enable him to make a change? How can he connect his logic and emotion?’

Many difficulties arise when we try to analyse something so intangible as an emotion. It is a little like catching a moonbeam and placing it in a jar. We cannot dissect it on an operating table, see it through a microscope or take an x-ray of it. We only have the patients’ words for what is happening inside them, and these are often inadequate to describe what is felt.

To get the most from this book you need to focus on your emotions and the situations where they cause you difficulty. Make use of the examples and case histories, become aware of what is happening inside you and note the process that creates your feelings.

Learn to differentiate between helpful and unhelpful emotions – those that increase your pleasure and those that restrict it. Be open to discussing your feelings with others and listen to their comments. Respect those emotions that are helpful and diminish those that are not.

The heart is traditionally the seat of emotion. Recently I saw a truly amazing sight on television, one I would never have believed possible when I was a young doctor in Australia. A man was presenting his heart in a jar to the Science Museum. He was a transplant patient and his malfunctioning heart was in the jar while a new, healthy heart was beating in his chest.

Perhaps the aim of this book is to help you be like that man, and replace unhealthy emotions with those that will support you for the rest of your life.


PART I

What Are Emotions?


1

Emotions, Feelings and Moods


‘Everything is about something different.’

VARINDRA VITTACHI, JOURNALIST AND AUTHOR



[image: ImageMissing]

Six blindfolded men were asked to feel different parts of an animal and describe what sort of animal it might be. They were led to an elephant (an animal none of them had seen before); one was directed to feel the trunk, another the ears, another the tusks, another the feet, another the body and the last the tail. Not surprisingly, their descriptions differed hugely because of the very different information they received. In order to obtain an accurate description of the animal they would need to pool their knowledge and fit their impressions together in a logical way.

So it is with emotions. To define what they are requires many pieces of information to be correctly collated. As scientific research improves, more pieces are becoming apparent, but the process of piecing them together is still in progress.

This chapter examines moods, feelings, temperament and emotions, defining what they mean in simple terms and exploring where they originate. This information will help you to arrive at a clearer understanding of the physiology of emotions. In the process, it will also provide insights to your own emotional make-up.

In the past, analysis of emotions was thought to be unscientific because they were subjective, existing as a perceived entity rather than a measurable one. The scientific view was, ‘If you can’t measure it, it cannot be evaluated.’

Now, with modern technology, research into emotions occupies the minds and laboratories of scientists around the world. Because data is being collated and is reproducible, emotional research is taking its rightful place in the expansion of our understanding of human beings.

As with the elephant, emotions can be viewed from a variety of perspectives – evolutionary, molecular, biological, genetic and psychological to name just a few. Before we go along these pathways it is important to understand what is meant by ‘emotion’. The word is derived from the Latin prefix e, meaning ‘away’ and movere meaning ‘to move’. This ‘moving away’ implies that emotions result in actions, such as shyness leading to withdrawal, and fear leading to flight.

The text that follows offers simple explanations of some of the terms used when emotions are discussed.

Moods

Moods occur as background feelings and may last hours or days. They are not necessarily triggered by a specific event, but they alter our susceptibility to emotional stimuli. If we are in a bad mood and hear sad news, we will be more upset than if we are in a good mood and receive the same news.

We often talk about moods, offering them as an explanation for our behaviour. We may wake up in a bad mood (‘I got out of bed on the wrong side this morning’), being aware that our day will be influenced by this. We don’t seek a rational explanation, and generally none is on offer.

Moods may be likened to deep currents, while emotions are represented by waves. Moods may well be the result of hormonal changes, unconscious recall, dreams, past experiences, or they may ‘just happen’. We may have a ‘moody temperament’ that lends itself to mood swings, or be predominantly pessimistic or optimistic, leading others to remark, ‘He’s always in a bad (good) mood.’

Body language is an external sign of the processes occurring inside us. At a glance it is often possible to tell if someone is tense, gloomy, relaxed or irritable, even if you’ve never met before.

Feelings

Feelings are what we feel. They are the bodily sensations we experience in response to an emotion. These may include changes in muscle tension, heart rate, sweat gland activity, body temperature, pupil dilation and skin colour, the degree of change being directly related to the intensity of the emotion. When we become aware of these changes we are ‘feeling’.

The words used to describe feelings – worried, embarrassed, hurt, upset, remorseful, vulnerable and shy, for example – all imply the bodily sensations we experience in response to our moods or emotions. Outsiders may or may not be able to deduce what we are feeling as our feelings are internal private affairs.

Temperament

Temperament may be defined as the predominant nature or character of a person. It relates to a basic, more fixed aspect of personality, such as optimism or violence, that we may have inherited from our parents or grandparents. This is illustrated by such comments as: ‘I’m such a moody person, just like my dad,’ or ‘I’ve always had a happy disposition, ever since kindergarten days.’

Upbringing may play a role in determining temperament, but the most likely influence is our genetic make-up. As a rule, temperament is more likely to be modified by experience rather than changed.

Emotions

Human beings have had emotions since the beginning of time, but it is only over the last century or so that we have arrived at a rational, scientific understanding of this mind/body process that affects us so profoundly.

Emotions are even more complex than moods, feelings or temperament. Just as the six blindfolded men at the beginning of this chapter would need to pool their findings in order to construct the likeness of an elephant, so we need to look at the complexities of emotion from a variety of vantage points to recognise its real character.

The American psychology professor Robert Pluchik has identified eight primary emotions – sadness, disgust, anger, anticipation, joy, acceptance, fear and surprise. These, like primary colours, can be blended to form secondary emotions. For example, joy + fear = guilt, while anger + joy + fear = guilt.

Primary emotions are intense, they take over our mind/body system and override rationality. What is the benefit of having one system dominate another? The answer may lie in a future outcome or in the evolutionary past. As emotions were part of mammalian life long before the rational brain cortex developed, their power may simply be due to the fact that they were there first.

The evolution of emotions

The evolutionary importance of emotions was acknowledged by Charles Darwin in 1872 when he wrote a book called The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals. Having studied different tribes from around the world, he found that facial expressions in response to specific emotions were very similar. He also noted that facial expressions of different animals utilised similar muscles to man when expressing similar emotions. This, he concluded, provided evidence that man descended from animals.

In recent years Paul Ekman, an American psychologist studying human emotion, performed similar research by showing various ethnic groups around the world photographs of people demonstrating sadness, disgust, anger, joy, surprise and fear. Some of these groups had never seen a white person before but they all recognised facial expressions and the emotions they were illustrating.

Human beings and animals share many responses to emotion, such as the eyes widening with fear and the skin changing colour with anger. This has more to do with survival than empathy. Animals need to feel fear and recognise the body language of other animals so that they can escape predators or convey useful information, such as disgust at inedible food or anger at threats to security.

As time has passed emotional responses in human beings have been refined so that social interactions are more finely tuned than they were with animals, but evolution has not always kept pace with social change. Part of the emotional circuit lies in a primitive part of our brain, and the pattern of response dates back millions of years. What was useful for a prehistoric man may not be useful for a human being in the 21st century, but we’re saddled with the response because that’s the way we’re ‘built’.

When cave man felt trapped by a predator the fight-or-flight response enabled him to deal with the situation and survive. If 21st-century man is trapped in a traffic jam the same neurochemical response occurs but there is no benefit in hitting the driver of the car in front or running away, although that is what our neurochemical response is telling us to do.

The anatomy of emotions

Anatomical structures involved with emotions are directly related to the evolutionary process. The most primitive part of the brain – the brain stem or reptilian brain – is an extension of the spinal cord into the skull. It is responsible for basic and essential functions such as breathing, heart rate, temperature control, bowel and kidney function and reflex responses.

Millions of years after the brain stem formed, a ring of nerves called the limbic system evolved to encircle the brain stem. This system brought memory, learning and emotions to mammals that existed 100 million years ago, so it could be called the ‘emotional brain’.
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Anatomy of emotions

An important part of the emotional brain is the amygdala, which contains the blueprint of childhood experiences and causes the adult responses that follow. It is the storehouse of emotional memory, and often one word overpowers our rational thought processes. When rage, jealousy or obsessive fear overcome our logical mind, the amygdala is involved.

As a survival mechanism, the amygdala ‘scans’ past experiences and ‘matches’ them with present-day situations. As the scanning needs to be instantaneous to provide protection, there is often a ‘mismatch’ between the original and present-day situations, and problems arise when out-of-date responses are triggered.

For example, if someone’s life has been threatened by a tall man with a moustache, it is possible that later scanning and matching in the amygdala will create terror when a similar person is seen, even though the logical mind knows this person to be harmless. Because the emotional brain was present millions of years before the rational brain existed, its influence is very powerful. Although evolution may allow us to develop more abilities and flexibilities, more choices, more information and more tools to deal with challenges, basic emotional powers may still hold sway.

The last part of the brain to develop is called the neocortex (new outer layer). This covers the brain and is responsible for rational thinking, intellect and logic.

In addition to the brain, we also have a vast network of nerves and nervous connections (synapses) involved in the transmission of our feelings. Past researchers believed rationality was in the mind and emotions in the body. More recently scientists thought one part of the brain was used for emotions and another for thinking. Now we postulate a mind/body complex, where both mind and body are integral components for the creation and expression of emotion. The connections between the emotional brain and emotional body combine to form an integrated system.

Research into emotion

In an effort to understand the enigma of emotions, many research programmes focus on specific parts of the brain where disease or trauma have produced circumscribed damage. By studying the response of people with such conditions we learn how different parts of the brain function. The responses of laboratory animals following emotional triggers also add to our knowledge about the ‘system of emotions’.

Many facets of emotion – chemical, hormonal, cognitive, neurological, evolutionary – are now being studied. The information gathered is gradually being pieced together to form ‘the big picture’, and psychologist Paul Ekman has formulated a theory called the ‘affect program’. This states that emotions are complex because they affect so many parts of the body, co-ordinated because they occur in patterns or sequences, and automated because they occur without the need for conscious direction.

The chemical view of emotions

In her book The Molecules of Emotion neuroscientist Candice Pert discusses the role body chemicals play in the formation and transmission of emotion. In the 1970s she discovered a method of measuring ‘receptor sites’ – parts of cell membranes that allow certain molecules to attach and create chemical changes.

The chemical changes resulting from molecular binding at receptor sites create moods and emotions. Very specific changes occur depending on the molecule attaching and the individual receptor site. The process resembles a jigsaw in that only certain molecules can attach to sites where binding occurs.

The specific molecules involved with the transmission and formation of emotions are called neuropeptides. Their function is to distribute information throughout the body by travelling to specific receptor sites. Some go to the lining of blood vessels to alter bloodflow, others reach the gut and change the mobility of the bowel, still others affect muscular tension.

In 1920 a neurosurgeon called William Penfold stimulated different parts of the brain during surgery while the patient was awake. He was able to produce intense emotions such as rage and grief when he stimulated different areas. The electric stimulus re-awoke memories of past experiences by releasing neuropeptides, which then attached to specific receptor sites.

Further research demonstrated large stores of neuropeptides occurring at different sites in both the brain and body. These sites, where a great deal of information converged, were called nodal points (or hotspots). The fact that they occurred in both the brain and the body was further evidence that emotions involved the total mind/body complex. These molecular-receptor systems are concerned with production, storage and transmission of emotion.

As a result of past experiences, we develop a unique filtering system that affects the way neuropeptides move and attach to receptor sites. This filtering system explains how two individuals experiencing the same stimulus may feel completely differently. It is as if the body remembers and influences the present-day event using chemicals related to past experience.

Neuropeptides – the smallest components of emotional production – are produced by many different parts of the mind/body complex. They are categorised by the different actions they perform – neurotransmitters, growth factors and hormones, for example. Collectively they are called informational substances.

The flow of these substances is very important in regulating bodily systems. Stress, pressure and tension alter this flow, causing incorrect distribution, which can lead to problems with breathing, bloodflow, the immune system and digestion.

When stress blocks the flow of these substances they are stored at a cellular level in the form of ‘repressed emotions’. These are not easily available for release, but affect our perspective by creating an out-of-date filter that colours our point of view.

Some people believe that we feel happy when our informational molecules are flowing freely to open receptors. This allows integration and co-ordination of the many systems in the mind/body complex. By expressing emotions, sharing them and being listened to we are aiding the flow of informational substances and allowing receptors to be open to receive more molecules. By denying or repressing emotions the network of pathways is blocked and distorted, reducing the flow of ‘feelgood’ chemicals.

Pathways of the emotions

While emotions travel through the mind and body via the bloodstream, they are also conveyed via the nervous system. This intricate web of nerves, nerve cells, connecting synapses and ganglia conveys messages through nervous impulses which affect the ‘end organs’, such as blood vessels, skin, heart and gut.

The initial stimulus is caused by our senses of touch, sight, hearing, smell and taste. These cause nervous impulses to be conveyed through the network of nerve fibres, which in turn release neuropeptides. These neuropeptides circulate through the bloodstream to arrive at specific receptor sites, where they create chemical changes that result in emotions.

Because there is an intimate relationship between the nervous impulses and the neurotransmitters, and because neuropeptides are found in both brain and body, it is now believed that emotions originate in both the mind and the body.

Displays of emotion

By observing animals we can see that there is a wide variety of body languages displayed in different situations. A bird defending its territory, for example, has a different song and behaviour than it uses during the mating season or when it is cornered and under attack. These behaviours, which include bodily changes, alteration in colour and modification of call, are all external manifestations of internal emotions. What we see is a reflection of what is felt.

In a less vivid way the same occurs in humans, as we have inherited these tendencies through the evolutionary process. We may not exhibit vast colour changes, have our hair stand on end or hop on one leg, but we certainly illustrate our emotions with body language. For example, researchers have discovered that we blush very slightly under our eyes when we tell a lie. Infrared cameras measuring heat change can detect this blushing when subjects lie, so modern lie-detector tests make use of this response.

Using body language to send information to others about our emotional state is a very important form of communication. It allows them to gain knowledge without it being distorted by our intellectual system. These display messages allow us to determine the attitude of someone even if it differs markedly from the words they use. For example, if someone goes red in the face, tightens the jaw or clenches the fists when saying ‘I love my mother’, we would tend to believe their body language rather than their words.

Consciousness of emotions

On an emotional level humans differ from animals because we know that we have feelings. Being conscious of our emotions allows us an element of control: by knowing how we feel, we are in a position to learn how to respond to the feeling.

‘I am angry and I know that I am angry’ gives me more choices in how to deal with my anger than if I was just angry. Knowing how we feel and knowing what caused that feeling does not necessarily mean we can change the emotional response. If you are frightened of flying and know why you are frightened of flying, this does not mean you can stop being frightened, but it enables you to take steps to avoid that feeling – something you couldn’t do if you didn’t know how you felt.

Many emotions occur beyond our conscious awareness. We may radiate anger because the neuropeptide transmission for anger is occurring, but be aware and refute it when others comment. The feelings are not felt by the conscious mind. Whether a feeling is felt or not depends on many factors, including past experiences and memory. Because emotion was part of our evolutionary process long before consciousness appeared, it is understandable how many emotions remain beyond the reach of reason. When we do become aware of our feelings, this awareness affects them and may create a different feeling, and so the tapestry of emotions and thoughts is continually being re-woven.

Cultural differences in emotions

It is obvious to anyone who travels that there is a cultural norm expressing the attitudes and behaviour of people in the country visited. Emotional responses vary greatly from country to country, and behaviour accepted in one may be rejected in another. For example, a stiff upper lip in times of stress is much admired by the British, but other cultures perceive this behaviour as cold and heartless. In some countries, expressions of emotion are expected and encouraged, hence the noisy weeping and wailing at Middle Eastern funerals.

Neither of these examples is correct or incorrect behaviour. The important thing to remember is that expressing emotions as they are felt is more in harmony with the needs of our mind/body system than repressing them or expressing them theatrically.

Learning about emotions

The aim of this book is to remove the blindfolds from those trying to understand the elephant of emotion. The following chapters will help you to understand at different levels how emotion plays a major part in our lives. Knowing that a feeling is the distribution of a neuropeptide to a receptor cell does not help in dealing with that feeling. However, gaining insight into the origins of emotions helps us realise that complex processes are involved when feelings take over.

By being aware of the way you feel, and learning what has produced that feeling, you are in a strong position to do something about it. As you read this book you will become more and more aware of your own feelings, how they influence you and how to improve their function. You will in fact be altering the emotional molecules circulating inside you.

Note: Because there is a continuum between moods, feelings and emotions – one flowing into the other – I have taken the liberty throughout this book of using these terms interchangeably. This is not strictly accurate scientifically but makes for less confusion and easier reading.
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