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Foreword

Emotion gives texture and colour to our lives. Imagine what our lives would be like without emotions, if we were just run by logic. We would not experience joy, sexual desire, excitement, hope, fascination, humour, wonder and awe. These would be great losses. Some researchers believe it would be almost impossible for us to make decisions or have intuitions, while other researchers think that emotion is a basis of consciousness itself. On the other hand, we would also not experience intense anxiety, rage, vengeance and hopelessness. When you think about it, we spend a lot of our lives trying to create the feelings we like and avoid or get rid of the feelings we don’t like. The problem is that our gene-built brains and socially choreographed minds did not build emotions into us just for the pleasure of experiencing emotion. Evolution built capacities for emotions that would direct actions that aided the struggle for survival and reproduction. Evolution did not build emotions to make us happy and many of them don’t (although some do). Emotions are there to do a job. What emotion we may feel depends on how we need to act in certain contexts. Dr Irons offers masterly guidance in exploring the importance of understanding the evolutionary roots of our emotions. It is often said, that in biology and psychology, nothing makes sense without an evolutionary function analysis and Dr Irons does that expertly here. He also presents his unique model for understanding emotion.

Most, but not all, of the emotions that cause us trouble are linked to what we call ‘threat processing’. These are the emotions we experience when there are dangers or obstacles and setbacks; when we fail rather than succeed; when we get rejected rather than accepted; when we become ill rather than stay healthy. The big four threat emotions or emotion states are: anxiety, anger, disgust and sadness. Although we might like to get rid of these emotions, because evolution has built them into us it’s not possible to somehow take them out of our brain; we can’t remove them like we might an appendix or cyst. Of course, this doesn’t mean that people don’t try to directly alter their brains so they don’t have to feel certain emotions. Billions and billions are spent on drugs to control anxiety, depression or anger. And, of course, people also use drugs to help them feel good such as amphetamines, cocaine and heroin. And a substance that many use to change their emotional state is alcohol. The problem with all these methods are that they have a dark side linked to addiction, harmful behaviours, withdrawal and short-termism.

As Dr Irons describes, there are many reasons why we want to try to regulate some of our emotions. For example, we may find the unpleasant ones are too frequent and easily triggered in us, are too intense, seem to last for too long, or are difficult to recover from. We can also have beliefs about emotions that make them more difficult to deal with. For example, we may think that other people don’t feel emotions as intensely as we do or that the emotions are intolerable and will overwhelm us. We might feel ashamed of our emotions or desires. We might not understand them so we don’t know why we’re feeling what we’re feeling. We might experience many different emotions at the same time that seem to be in conflict with each other, causing us confusion. One emotion might block another, as, for example, when individuals feel rage to hide from grief or are comfortable with feeling sadness but not rage. All of these can orientate us towards trying to get rid of and avoid emotions rather than working with and through them.

However, if we are to take the journey of working with and through unpleasant or frightening emotions then clearly we need a way of doing that. As Dr Irons indicates, this is where compassion comes in. Compassion is a basic motivation to tune our attention to the things that are difficult or cause suffering and to try as best we can to be helpful and alleviate and prevent unnecessary suffering in the future. Compassion is not an emotion: it is a basic motive that will help us with our emotions. Part of the reason for this is because caring behaviour and compassion were designed by evolution to be soothing and down-regulate threat processing in appropriate circumstances. As Dr Irons explains, compassion helps us find the resources, the courage and the wisdom we need to be able to work with difficult emotions.

This leads to the core question of how we cultivate and utilise those compassionate circuits in our brain to help us with difficult emotions. This is where compassion focused therapy comes in because this is precisely what this therapy seeks to do: to stimulate the psychological and biological processes, associated with caring behaviour, that are wired in to threat processing and can help regulate it. Luckily, Dr Irons has been at the forefront of compassion focused therapy for over twenty years. He is an international compassion focused therapy trainer.

In this book, he brings his extensive experience and wisdom to help navigate us through the tricky territory of understanding our emotions and how compassion can be a wise guide. In the first section he takes us through the up-to-date research on what emotions are. Emotions are not static. Our emotions can depend on our background state: if we’re already anxious then getting more anxious might be easy; if we’re already in an irritable state, quite small things can upset us which perhaps they wouldn’t if we were more relaxed – in a ‘just returning from holiday’ state, or having won a lot of money! So there may be no direct link between a situation and an emotion. How we express emotions may depend on the context. While we might be okay with expressing certain emotions to somebody we know, we might not be to somebody we don’t know. Some emotions we might express to our close friends but not to our boss.

Dr Irons highlights the fact that emotions are partly built by our genes and therefore our potential and capacity to feel certain emotions is not our fault. We are all built by our genes to feel and want to do certain things; that’s what makes us human and a representative of the species. It’s called our common humanity. Without that, we would struggle to understand other people’s emotions, and empathy would become strangely difficult. While, of course, there are important differences between the textures of emotions different people around the world may feel, it’s important that we realise other human beings have the same feelings, wishes and needs that we do. They are not aliens and should not be treated as such. And today there are major debates on whether animals feel emotions and what that means for the (shocking) way we treat them.

Dr Irons also uses the insights from understanding the evolutionary roots of emotion to explore how and why we should not fuse our sense of self with what we feel. Because we have certain emotions, fantasies or thoughts, that doesn’t make us a good or a bad person. Remember these potential feelings have been in existence for millions of years in millions of brains – you didn’t build them or create them so don’t claim them as ‘yours’ in a shameful way. Try, instead, to note them so you can stay with the compassionate living style of trying to be helpful, not harmful. As Dr Irons outlines in the book, we can take a step back and become a mindful observer of our emotions, a mindful observer of the shifting patterns of emotion of which our brains are capable. Then we are less caught up in them, less rushed along by them, and less fused into them. Then we can become more discerning, choosing whether to act on them or not, or even to act against them. For example, there are many times when we might wish to override anxiety. We might get anxious the day we take our driving test, but we override anxiety to take it anyway; or we go for that important job interview or we ask that particular person out for a date. We can also override anger. We choose not to act harmfully because that’s important for us even though we may wish to.

Being mindful and aware of the nature of emotion and how it plays through us because of the way our brains are built is a step towards learning emotional tolerance. Probably one of the greatest strengths that will help us is developing emotional tolerance because then we need not be frightened of an emotion. Rather than feeling we ‘must’ get away from an emotion because it’s so awful, emotional tolerance helps us no longer fear it, even if we don’t like it.

In addition, within that tolerance we may learn new things about ourselves. For example, in tolerating anger we may begin to recognise unmet needs that we can seek out in other ways, or see that our anger is a mask for sadness and grieving. We can also learn that sometimes we can make our emotions worse by the way we think or ruminate. Although tolerance of emotion is important, it needs to be purposeful. Learning to tolerate emotions that are being generated by unhealthy ways of living or thinking is not purposeful and so it would be good to change them.

For example, I’m anxious about my weight but I’ll just learn to tolerate the anxiety and not do anything about it. So compassion tolerance comes with compassionate wisdom for helpful action. This takes us into the territory of how to work with intense emotion, emotions that are too frequent or emotions that come on in the wrong context. For all these aspects of emotion, Dr Irons is a wonderful guide.

The book will also explore specific kinds of emotions, such as anger and anxiety, and how to create more positive emotions in your life. It is filled with up-to-date ways of mindfully tending to your emotions and generating compassionate ways of containing, holding and working with your emotions.

It is a great pleasure for me to recommend my esteemed colleague of many years who is one of the world’s leading teachers of compassion focused therapy (for more, see www.compassionatemind.co.uk). This book comes to you textured by many years of clinical experience as well as working with general compassionate mind training groups.

Paul Gilbert
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