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1. Of the imprecision of philosophers, and of two erroneous theories.

Philosophers have always wreaked a bit of havoc on the common language. But in the case of the vast population of the emotions (we shall be tentatively employing this term as a class name, synonymous with « phenomenon of the affective or emotional sphere ») this violent simplification is endemic and surprising. In the age of Descartes and for centuries after, the term « passions » played the major role.  All sorts of things, along with others that we today have come to designate in the same way, were grouped under this single term: feelings, moral dispositions, moods, states of mind and emotions. « Emotions »: in the lingua franca of contemporary philosophy, this is a word which has come to be employed with the same all-inclusive generality. Even the recent, beautiful book by Martha Nussbaum, The Intelligence of Emotions, makes no exception to this general trend. Despite the wealth of empirical and literary examples provided, Nussbaum does not seem to feel the need for a terminological and conceptual distinction between, say, a fit of anger and a long term affection, such as love for one’s parent (qualified, though, as a “background” emotion)
.On the other hand, the choice of the term matters little.  Something decidedly worse than the conventional adoption of a general term could occur: the adoption of an erroneous theory which reduces all the diverse affective phenomena to one, and furthermore provides it with a general characterization which is mistaken.

With no pretensions to historical or polemical precision, I believe that at least two erroneous or unsatisfactory general characterizations of emotional experience can be identified. Both of these, generally speaking, tend to contrast reason with passions in the same way that objective power is contrasted with subjective influence, clarity with confusion, control with sauvagerie and mind with body. Both, however, accord a certain orientational value to emotions; this value is not cognitive, but biologically functional. No truth here, but great utility.

The first theory, common to a great part of both the rationalist and empiricist  traditions relegates affective experience to the sphere of « subjectivity » pure and simple, depriving it of any access to the true, whether moral or generally axiological. In certain versions of this way of regarding things, for example in Cartesian or empiricist versions, a practical value is accorded to emotional experience, « emotions » being an indicator of sorts as to what is useful or harmful in the life of the organism. How in the world, then, do profound and noble sentiments, like veneration or benevolence, or fine esthetical emotions, like gratitude for the beauty of a sonnet by Shakespeare, or even vicious passions, such as those of Dostoevsky’s Gambler fit into this scheme? In the brilliant but theoretically doubtful Cartesian treatise, this question is left open. Here, too, common sense and common language are more precise than philosophy in dealing with « moral sentiments », « aesthetic emotions », etc. There is no place in an “economic” philosophy of emotion for refined, delicate feelings, not to mention utterly useless, gratuitous, or even harmful ones. Dostoyevsky may as well head for the psychiatric ward along with all of his characters – with most of the rest of us not far behind.

The second theory, characteristic of the Freudian model, or perhaps of his vulgate, seems to share this thesis of cognitive inanity or of an at most economic-practical value of the emotions, but also reduces all affective phenomena to one of the two dimensions of emotional life, i.e. that of feeling and inclination (it remains to be clarified whether this inclination is to be distinguished essentially, or merely differentiated modally into appetitive and aggressive-defensive, inclination towards and inclination away from, concupiscent and irascible). A reduction of emotional states to drives is a phenomenologically groundless and incomprehensible reduction of modes of feeling to modes of inclination. Indeed sensibility is a disposition of reception par excellence and as such cannot be reduced to a function of the sphere of drives. If sensibility and excitability correspond, respectively, to feeling and inclination (desires, drives, reactions), an analysis of the structural difference between them - rather than a reduction of one disposition to the other – would be necessary. And this psychoanalytic vulgate, as it were, is also philosophically less precise than common sense and common language, which are significantly more attuned to the distinctions in these phenomena. If we say that a person is « sensitive », for example, we do not by any means intend to say that she is excitable, nor that she is lacking in objectivity. On the contrary, what we mean is that she is more capable than others in terms of discrimination, and consequently of truth in the exercise of feeling. 

2. The phenomenological approach. Feeling: extension and depth 

For the phenomenologist nothing appears without a reason, even though not all that is real appears. We receive an extremely rich series of the apparent qualities of things by means of feeling. I feel the unpleasantness of a sting on my skin, the discomfort associated with a state of illness or weariness, the agreeableness of an arrangement of colours. But I also sense the nobility of a gesture, the vulgarity of an attitude, the wickedness of an act, the beauty of a masterpiece. The harmonious fitting of a tool or a piece of furniture to our body, the placid physiognomy of a tea-pot are among the “affordances” (in J.J. Gibson’s terminology)
 of an object. These qualities too are somehow “perceived”: we suggest that feeling is the appropriate mode of this perception.  The functional and aesthetical qualities of  artifacts are not only “seen”: they are felt.  This feeling is always accompanied by the exercise of other functions, both sensory and otherwise (phenomenologically it is « founded » on other acts: sensory perceptions, acts of psychological or empathic perception, acts of linguistic comprehension, etc.). 

 Feeling is essentially perception of the positive or negative values of things. We may call this the first phenomenological thesis on emotional life. Feeling is the mode of presence of the most diverse axiological qualities, or values. This opening to axiological qualities is intentionality (i.e. the sort of relation to reality) characteristic of all the experiences of the emotional sphere. Thus, for the phenomenologist this is a dimension of our experience of the real, by no means whatsoever a realm of subjective arbitrariness - nor is it a mere system of functional alarms or incentives necessary for the survival of the organism. In fact if it is true that this face is beautiful, that this action is horrible, then the evidence by means of which we sense this is evidence in the epistemological sense, that is, proof of truth (until proven otherwise) and access to reality (until denied, if such be case). These parentheses are not superfluous. Opening to reality, in phenomenology (and, we believe, in truth) is synonymous with fallibility. Errors of affective feeling are equally if not more frequent than those of sensory feeling – in fact it would be more precise to speak, in both cases, of possible illusions - and therefore equally open to correction and « proof to the contrary ». Here again, as in the case of the sensory domain, reflection may help to correct an erroneous perception: but it is in fact a new perception that will tentatively confirm the correction. It is only that here (where the opening to truth is an opening to values) errors and illusion, inappropriate perception, myopia or idiocy, obtuseness are at the base of the inappropriate axiological responses – and among these, of the ethically inappropriate responses. The first phenomenological thesis implies a profound attention to the problem of the education of feeling, or emotional culture. This education of feeling with precision is at the heart of culture from the phenomenological point of view. 

With this thesis, the basis is proposed for a criticism of the two theories (erroneous from a phenomenological point of view) described above. Far from a reduction to excitability, emotional experience is based upon sensitivity, and excitability, when the former is in effect, tends to be conditioned by it. Far from being opaque and irrational, emotional experience is the mode of presence of the qualities of value of things and is also the more or less appropriate response, and therefore the more or less correct, proportionate, or « rational » response to the requirements that these present.  

This thesis adds to the first, which characterizes feeling essentially, the role of feeling in the complexity of emotional life. In one way or another, feeling represents its basis, but emotional life is certainly not reducible to feeling, this primary, non-reducible mode of reception.
Feeling, on the other hand, even when erroneous or approximate, indeed obtuse or atrophic, even when conspicuous in its absence, « serves as a foundation » for the rest of emotional life, in the precise sense that it motivates everything in this life which is not mere reception, but response and spontaneity. In this sense, feeling, even when it is  « missing », seems always to be determinant in every aspect of emotional life, as opposed to inclination, and to the drive-based and appetitive-self preservation side. Let us call this conjecture the hypothesis of the omnipresence of feeling. A paradoxical example is the inverse proportion often observed between sensitivity and excitability, or between the appropriateness of feeling and emotional agitation. There are countless examples from everyday life but there is a little literary gem, a sort of theorem of this inverse proportion, in the early Chekhovian work, Ivanov. 

We could comment further on the second thesis and the hypothesis of omnipresence in this way: the experience of values is at the basis of the responses to the demands of the real, (the responses of which a life essentially consists) - and thus at the basis, for example, of choices, of close personal acquaintances and of behaviors, both habitual and exceptional. In the final analysis, feeling motivates volition. But feeling manifests itself to us and to others first in phenomena of emotional life. Emotions, states of mind, sentiments and passions are the principal modes of manifestations - and thus of the concrete existence – of feeling: extremely diverse modes, which stand in diverse relation to feeling. 

To deal with the analysis necessary to clarify this point, however, the other dimension of feeling is missing. Thus far we have considered one: that of its objects, i.e. the breadth of its domain. The qualities of value - positive and negative to varying degrees - are many. The extraordinary richness of the negative or positive qualities of value to which we are sensitive is one of the elementary data for any phenomenological reflection on feeling. There is virtually no situation in life in which at least some of these qualities are not currently or habitually present. I walk along the road and the atmospheric conditions present me with an environment which is pleasurable to a greater or lesser extent; the urban architecture affords me aesthetic joy or suffering with every step; the beggar on the corner draws my attention to the horrors of poverty; in words and images the newsstands scream violence and beauty, ferocity and injustice; every event along my way, whether grave or trivial, manifests qualities of value from some point of view: aesthetic, ethical, legal, economic, ecological, ergonomic, hygienic, gastronomic … Viewed a parte subiecti, this axiological richness of the world is the quantity of values that afficiunt us, touch us and move us, physically or emotionally. But equally immediately given, is the quality of these, namely, the way in which they touch us: to greater or lesser levels of depth, or intimacy. 

   The other dimension which reveals itself immediately to phenomenological observation is therefore that of the greater or lesser depth at which we are touched when we feel a quality of value, positive or negative – the ugliness of a pair of shoes on a friend’s feet, or of one of his gestures towards us. We also express this difference – responsible for the (not merely metaphorical) character of the notion of greater or lesser depth of the phenomena of the emotional sphere (it is a notion which could, in fact, be associated with a criterion of measurement) -  in speaking of the difference in importance or weight that things have. We are usually willing to distinguish, in general, the importance or weight that things have in themselves – the ugliness of a pair of shoes, for example is generally less serious than that of an action, the aesthetic value of an instrumental object less important than the ethical value of an action – from the importance or weight that things hold for us under such and such circumstances. For example, if it is important to me that my friend should make a good impression on someone in a position to help him, his ugly shoes will disturb me more than a nasty remark he directs towards me.

The difference of « objective » importance which we recognize both generally and in many specific cases (killing is more serious than insulting; defacing a Beato Angelico more serious than scrawling graffiti on a supermarket wall; giving one’s time or one’s life for a friend is greater than giving her money for medical treatment) may be called the rank of a value. As difficult as it is to sketch out a hierarchy of spheres of value in the abstract, all of us, in our everyday affective responses, and more so in those far rarer cases of personal or historic events which are decisive in our lives, have the evidence (often painful, astonishing, unexpected) of what is in effect our value preference system, our ordo amoris, to use the Augustinian expression which Max Scheler
 reproposed with his notion of ethos. A person’s ethos is her moral identity, but this moral identity, manifested secondarily in a person’s choices and behaviors, manifests itself primarily in the emotional life which motivates these choices and behaviors, and in which, ultimately, her uniquely and unmistakably own mode of feeling is expressed.

3. Feeling and personal identity. 

The emotional life can, therefore, be defined as a « manifestation » of that feeling which is experience of values in their variety and in their personal importance, or incidence. 

From what we have said it seems that it would be impossible to bring order to the apparent chaos of affective phenomena if not for one fact, ordinary insofar as it is massively attested to in our everyday lives, extraordinary for its philosophical importance, for what we could call its key nature in any serious personology. This fact is the role of feeling in personal identity. A person who is wounded in her feeling is a person wounded in her deepest self. Without hesitation we say « in the soul » (without implying in the least by this expression any dualistic or spiritualistic idea of the «soul», or the personality of a person). It is not surprising that poor Phineas Gage, the construction foreman from Vermont who suffered extensive cerebral lesions in an accident at work, and whose case was narrated by Antonio Damasio (1994) in his highly successful book Descartes’ Error, « was no longer Gage ». For the psychosomatic functions disrupted by the accident were exactly those which are indispensable for the modulated exercise of feeling.. 

We have redefined emotional life as the « modulated exercise of feeling », taking another step forward relative to its previous characterization as a manifestation of feeling. As elsewhere in personal life, phenomena based on feeling– do not «just happen», in spite of their being involuntary. We exercise the functions of affective feeling by acts of response to the environment, as we do in the case of sensory feeling. Seeing or not seeing does not depend on us, but the act of withdrawing our gaze, at least to a certain extent, does. And feeling, likewise, is in some measure always a case of suffering, or of joy, and as such does not depend on us – this polarity is characteristic of feeling precisely insofar as it represents a mode of presence of negative or positive qualities of value. We may say that this is the essentially receptive side of feeling, in particular of its passive – ‘pathic’ character. But by which qualities among the host of situations and things are we struck and, once struck, do we continue to allow ourselves to be touched? To what depths are we touched – and what hold do we allow such qualities to have over us? Throughout all of this there is a living set of « yes’s » and « no’s » by means of which we discover for ourselves the order of our value preferences which activates and modifies itself throughout life. Not directly in the feeling, but in the granting or withholding of consent relative to this feeling and to the needs that this feeling presents - and to the degree and manner in which the spontaneity of a self and an order of one’s own axiological preferences, otherwise unknown to us, is manifested and affirmed. 

In this sense, not only acts of volition, decisions, choices and actions, but also those same affective phenomena at their base, motivating them: emotions, moods, feelings/sentiments, passions are to be understood not as mere occurrences of psychic life, « mental events », but as personal responses to the experience of values, responses which, taken together, are manifestations, at times even discoveries, of self - and stages of human maturation.  If affective phenomena are taken in this way, then the most ephemeral of the emotions and the most deep-seated of sentiments, the passion of a lifetime and a morning fit of crying, can no longer be put on the same level.. We can no longer throw Veneration and a panic attack together into the same pot, but will have to accord to certain responses a founding character, that of a matrix of other responses. Sentiments, in the sense of relational feelings, establish a new condition and a new profile of affectivity as a whole; they become matrices of responses.

Sensitivity is not activated all at once, from the very beginning of an emotional life. How does a  properly “personal” layer of affectivity, constituting the core of personal identity and the substance of an ethos, come to exist? Answering this question is important even from the point of view of practically oriented research. Emotional responses to artifacts or other objects charged with value qualities will be quite different within the frames of different ethoi. 
Emotional life has a tendency to progress in stages, or rather in peaks, with each peak representing a characteristic discovery or rediscovery of what truly and to a greater degree than other things we attach value to. One of the factors of positive peaks in the growth and axiological shaping of a personal sensitivity is love.

4. Phenomenology of love  

Love is, in principle, the spontaneous activation of a layer of sensitivity to positive values which had hitherto lain « dormant » or inactive: hence the characteristic wonder with which its resurgence announces itself, along with a sense of expansion of the vital breath and mental horizons. Hence also the characteristic sensation of « new life » that accompanies it, at times perceived as having « begun to live only now », not before…  And is, in its essence, the acknowledgement of an essential individuality – curiously, the only full and complete acknowledgement of the existence and uniqueness of an ‘other’
 that is accessible to us. That is, not only as represented to the mind, but as actually given to the evidence of feeling.   Strangely enough, the more this acknowledgement represents unconditioned assent to full existence of the other, the more it seems capable of insight or vision.  Unconditional: you do not love someone because she is a person of value; you love her because she is that person and because you, mysteriously, perceive her true worth more clearly than others. Assent: the « yes » that rises from the depths is a spontaneous stance taken in relation to the position of feeling, a sort of second order position assenting to the first « yes » of pleasure aroused by some appeal of the being to be loved. To whatever sphere this appeal may belong – be it beauty, sweetness, elegance, nobility (or more simply, in the non-elective forms of love, the call of blood, whether filial, fraternal, etc.) – it can act as a « call » only insofar as it actually calls us personally, « touches » us at such a depth that we feel that we ourselves, and not anyone else, are being called. But the « assent » in which love is acknowledged, and which is infinitely rarer than the call, is a true and totally new or renewed identification with this « heart » to which the other and her world truly matter, is in this sense a discovery or a rediscovery of self, which has a strange, irreducible affective positivity. Assent is happy. And the more authentic the acknowledgement of love, the happier the assent (i.e. the more contented with the existence and full realization of the other), in conformity with the other’s essence. 

This happiness of assent - in which the acknowledgement of the other and gratitude towards another is also an immediate yes to oneself, a joyous yes to a new or renewed part of oneself - is undoubtedly an enigma, aside from its being so well known to us all. Something so striking as to be always noted: but too often in a distorted way. Happy is love, but why happy, when it is nearly always a source of suffering due to the constant threat to which life and the happy realization of the other are subject? And it is here, in an attempt to explain this enigma, that love has been mistakenly identified with desire. 

This remark might be of some interest to producers of all sorts of gadgets, or even to artists and craftsmen. The more developed the personal layer of emotion (whose root is not desire, but gratitude), the more personal (i.e. coherent to a personal style of consumption) the “user perspective” on products of design. Standardized objects of desire, such as those incessantly presented to us by commercials, are addressed to the sensory and vital, yet impersonal, layer of emotions (see below, 6). Personality constitutes itself  as a revelation of a higher level of being, i.e. the manifestation - in the awakening of not yet or no longer aroused layers of sensibility - of new and deeper value horizons, and hence of one’s previously ignored potential for life, knowledge and action. Desire is the opposite of loving fullness of personal life, being a kind of absence of being, as it manifests itself in the modes of tendency and appetite: need, demand, hunger, libido, tension to satisfaction, drive. Unsatisfied desire, along with everything it brings with it – restlessness, worry, anxiety, apprehension, quarrels and conflict – seems to be the exact opposite of happy assent. 

According to this phenomenology of mature, personal emotional responses, we should set about dethroning this false god, desire, if we wish to shed more light upon the phenomena of emotional life and upon the reasons for our ordinary unhappiness. Desire is an eternal objection to real assent to the other’s and to one’s own existence. It is the true root of the endless negotiations and never ending wars of acquisition that have to be gone 

through before assenting, usually unhappily, to our own being. It is the sole root of envy, jealousy or, at best, emulation and competition. It is a pole in emotional life, opposed to that of feeling, always ready to contend for vital energy. This vector of tendency and action that can refine itself and the more it does so, perhaps, the unhappier it renders us, when, having exhausted the attraction of  « having », it turns to being. Desire – even the desire to be what we are not, or are not yet, or are not any longer, or are not in time – is perennial dissent within ourselves and perennial objection to the yes of gratitude. In gratitude lies the essence of beatitude.

5. The structure of feeling and its creation. Drafting a theory.

Let us resume the two phenomenological theses on affectivity/emotion:

1. Feeling is essentially the perception of values, positive or negative, of things.

2. Affective experience is founded on sensibility.

To these we can now add the result of the considerations just proposed regarding the new or renewed activation of sensibility that is love, in which the entire profile of a personal identity is defined or redefined. What else, on the other hand, are the first stages of life if not the discovery-assumption of self through these progressive re-awakenings of new layers of being-feeling, in contact with new spheres of reality and of values. Now, generalizing, we can formulate the third and fourth phenomenological theses on emotional life:

3. Sensibility has a structure of layers of depth which corresponds to the order of a person’s axiological preference as activated and revealed by the structuring responses or matrices of responses.

4. Structuring responses which extend and reduce the depth of the activated sensibility are, respectively, love and hate, as they are potential and fundamental dispositions of the sphere of relational sentiments (respect, benevolence, gratitude, admiration, veneration, etc., and their opposites)
We cannot develop here a phenomenology of hate and its effect of reducing the activated sensibility
. The acquaintance we all have with certain benumbed souls is perhaps insufficient to illustrate this notion with adequate clarity. For the time being, however, it is important to bear in mind the dynamic character of the structuring responses, which become matrices of other responses precisely as they temporarily or permanently modify (extend or reduce) the structure of the underlying sensibility and the overall willingness to exercise it – apart from accordingly modifying the volitional disposition and thus, the modes of behaviour.

The phenomenon of « maturity » is connected, among other things, to the dynamic character of the structuring responses. Philosophers have so far neglected this incredibly important aspect of the personal emotional life, which has no comparable counterpart in animal life. An advantage arising from the distinction between structuring responses, or matrices of responses, and consequent responses is that emotional/affective « maturity » can now be defined in terms of at least three parameters: a) greater or lesser contact with reality and with values; b) greater or lesser extension of the layers of sensibility that have been activated (i.e. the « depth » activated); c) the at least implicit existence, subsequent to certain structuring responses, of an order of axiological preferences. 

The examples from the previous paragraphs are perhaps sufficient to illustrate points a) and b). Let us then turn our attention to c). 

An axiological order of feeling is given actually only for partial segments. But for some order to be established, it is necessary to have felt, at least once in life, that there are differences in value, that, for instance, suffering or even the death of a person or of a parent is more serious than my present malaise, due to, let us say, my desire for financial autonomy. It is necessary for someone to have felt such obviousness and assented with his whole being to this obviousness. Some recent stories of young killers, for instance, raise the chilling doubt that in certain lives no axiological structuring of sensibility has ever been realized: that no structuring response has activated this permanent sense of the distinction. 

It is now easier to see that the sentiments structuring the personal layer of affectivity require something more than the unintentional stance, in which a positive or negative quality of value is appreciated (such as suffering or joy that to a certain extent always accompany feeling, and represent its positive or negative valence). Sentiments – or emotional attitudes of “reflective level”- require, as suggested above, second level stances: they represent varying degrees and intensities of assenting and dissenting, relative to feeling of the first degree. An individual’s entire system of value preferences manifests itself and at the same time is activated through this assenting and dissenting. For this reason all emotional responses are also modes of experience of self and, in particular, to a greater or a lesser depth, of one’s own moral identity. They are discoveries of what we attach value to – a bit, a good deal, a great deal.

Our emotional life is not at all chaotic, nor is it an unstructured flow of « contents », like those which, in a well known science fiction film, can presumably be saved on diskettes so as to be re-transmitted to the mind of another by means of headphones which directly stimulate the cerebral cortex
. We should be grateful to such films, true thought experiments which demonstrate the incongruence of the philosophy, perhaps current (but ultimately substantially Humean: there is no personal reality other than a stream of experience) on which they are based. This incongruence stems from the fact that there is no place in this type of philosophy for both the notion of real personal identity and for the correlated one of emotional life as activation-constitution-experience of this reality (and of the correspondent value qualities). 

Thus, firstly, any real emotional experience of a mature individual is a personal response to a given set of real circumstances. For instance, I cannot really experience through direct cerebral stimulation what the act of the sadistic torture and murder of a girl is like, unless this direct cerebral stimulation magically extracts me from myself, to be replaced with that sadistic murderer whose action « I » would be re-experiencing: except that in that case it would no longer be me, me the way I am, who experienced it. If I remain myself, the way I am, with my own structure of perception, I cannot experience that action differently from the way I experience it at the cinema, i.e. by way of the imagination or of the possible: perhaps with «compassion and terror». But without that stance which is characteristic of real emotional experience, a second level stance in which I reveal to myself, at least partially, what I am really like.

Secondly, any real emotional experience usually enters a vertical dimension of importance as well as a horizontal dimension of temporality. Various of these may thus occur simultaneously, but not chaotically.  

For instance, I perceive this noise that I hear coming from the street as acutely unpleasant, even painful (it gives me a headache) – i.e. negative. I respond to it with some level of annoyance which may affect - or not - the peaceful state of mind I had been in. Suppose this state endures, together with the irritation. But neither annoyance nor mood can modify a more profound simultaneously present disposition, e.g. an ongoing feeling of gratitude toward this or that author. It awakens in me as I read her well-written pages or I transcribe her clear, well-founded ideas; it is certainly positive in that it responds to the presence of two values of knowledge, but furthermore it certainly has more motivational weight than the annoyance or the present mood. I will not, for instance, go down into the street to shout insults at the owners of motor scooters; I prefer to go on studying my author. Nor will I be more than temporarily distracted from this reflection by the fleeting sensation of disgust I experience at the sight of a jeans commercial, alerting me to the vulgarity of the image in question.

The notion of axiological depth and structure of feeling must account for all of this evidence. In effect, without an axiological stratification and structure of sensibility it would not be possible for different – possibly simultaneous - emotional experiences to find their « correct » position, arousing more or less appropriate responses. In every moment of our life we assume the entire axiological range of information « in force », distributing and re-distributing relative motivational weight to individual experiences.

Thus – regarding the reality which surrounds us, fully loaded with demands: a reality which clips of recorded experiences cannot carry with them – there are responses of circumstance: for instance the negative value of physical pain will have greater or lesser weight according to the relative weight that the physical well-being of the moment has for me. This well-being will surely count less than will rescuing my child from a fire.

But there are also habitual responses that are relatively independent from the specific situation, and these highlight in an even better way the axiological layout of a personality, or its moral identity. For instance, my response to physical pain, the way I endure it (or avoid it) will be different depending on who I am: a fakir, an ascetic, a dandy, a masochist…

6. Layers of affectivity and layers of self 

In everyday emotional life we are ordinarily oriented towards things, specifically towards the qualities of value and the demands of the realities to which we respond. We have already said that it is by means of these responses - along with what we, to a greater or lesser degree, attach value to - that “our heart”, and who we are, is revealed. Let us further clarify this point.

Not all of experience is also automatically experience of self. In looking, in listening, in thinking and reasoning, of course I live, and yet I do not « live myself  » – I do not « feel » myself living - unless this exercise of sight, hearing and intelligence involves emotions, feelings, passions and choices. On the contrary, from the slightest headache to the most profound grief, it is impossible to feel something without experiencing oneself affected in some way or other From getting up in the morning to making the decision of a lifetime, it is impossible to act, or to decide to act, without  experiencing oneself as the actual subject of these acts – the one upon whom the action and decision inevitably depend.
Affectivity and actuality or effectiveness; « to suffer » - broadly speaking - and to act: here are the two spheres of experience which phenomenologists refer to as « egological ». In short, acts of the cognitive sphere (from perception to thought) are non-egological. Acts of the affective-volitional sphere are egological. Needless to say, it is extremely rarely that the exercise of cognitive functions does not involve affectivity and action.

This distinction, however, furnishes the phenomenological concept of the constitution of self with a precise content. It shows that some experiences, but not others, are constitutive of what each of us refers to as herself, in the sense that they are in fact the modes in which this self is presented. 
But undoubtedly there is a difference between the emotional sphere and the conative-effective sphere. It is in the most interesting phenomenon of the conative sphere, the act of volition par excellence, the decision, that I affirm myself. But that which I refer to as « I » is present in the punctual act of endorsing a project of action which at a single blow transforms a possible motive for action into an actual one: « Yes, I’m tired, I’m going now ». What I call « I » seems to affirm itself especially in this punctual way. Certainly a decision may be experienced as having greater or lesser importance, but it will in fact be felt as such. As with any other event, it touches us and involves us to a greater or lesser degree of depth, i.e. it puts a greater or lesser part of ourselves at stake.  While consent can « rise » from greater or lesser depths (« I’m going now» - said at the bar as you are paying for your coffee; « I’m going now » - said to your wife as you abandon her), the decisive assent, the move that renders the consent effective or ineffective remains a punctual act. 

The emotional sphere is precisely the sphere of experience of what we may call the depth or interiority of the person herself.

Let us take up the thread of common language: one is involved at levels of greater or lesser “depth”, of greater or lesser “intimacy”, in an emotional experience. Or, as it is sometimes expressed, one is involved with a greater or lesser part of one’s self.

To a certain extent, all of feeling is suffering or enjoying. Let us consider the emotional value of feelings which are, to a greater or lesser degree, pleasant, unpleasant or even painful. Unfortunately, analytical precision here requires some terminological artifice. Let us refer to all shades of pleasure and unpleasantness of the five senses as affective sensations. 
What it is “experienced” in the sphere of affective sensations is the “surface” or “outer” part of one’s being: the parts of the body where pleasure or discomfort or pain are localized, but more generally the parts of the body involved in the fulfillment of vital and sensorial functions. However, it is only in the passivity of pleasure and of physical pain that I am aware of the physical borders of my being, from my aching head to my foot as it is trodden upon.

7. Bodily states and states of mind (moods) or of the vital sphere

The layer of self experienced in the «vital feelings» in which one’s global vital state announces itself is more "profound": the "physical" – modes of "bodily feeling", tiredness, freshness, well-being, malaise, and the "psychic" – moods, or "states of mind", in their continuous range from the pole of depression to that of euphoria, through the infinite degrees of anxiety and trust, insecurity and ease, restlessness and serenity… They tell us "how we feel", and constitute the sphere of what Heidegger, elaborating from common language (« Wie befindest Du dich?» i.e.  «how are you? »), called Befindlichkeit. Vital feelings, in effect, aside from "bleeding into reality" and coloring the atmosphere around the subject pink or black, indicate her actual vital state in a more or less reliable way. They do not indicate what I consist of, but only how I feel, what my current state is - the level, we might say, of my vital energy. In this way they also signal an essential characteristic which the person shares with every living being that depends on external elements to live, whose life must be continuously fueled. If I don’t eat, I’m hungry; if I don’t sleep, I’m sleepy; if I am forced to remain alone, I am soon depressed.

We draw a distinction between "life" as a sequence of functional states of an organism, and life as personal history – we would not find any mention of the former in a biography, except to the extent that it interferes with or conditions the latter. The distinction that phenomenologists suggest between what "fuels" the former and what "fuels" the latter is to be understood in the same way, regardless of doctrinal prejudice. And, in effect, this is what we mean when we ask ourselves: "what do I live on?" In fact, "not by bread alone". Let us take a further small step and reflect upon the fact that some experiences do in fact "consume" us. This is commonly said of love, and also of pain, but the plainest example is to be found in every state of "stress". Other experiences "fill us", "give us life", "recreate us": it could be love itself, from a different viewpoint, but also reading a poem or meeting someone, even a simple conversation. We would then naturally be led to discover the connection between those vital feelings which are states of mind, or moods, and the states of vital energy which our personal existence feeds on. We shall thus distinguish two levels of the dynamics of living, and two corresponding and relatively independent types of energy that fuel them: one at the basis of physio-psychic development and of the normal operation of all functions (cycles of variation in energy: from the vital-biological cycle to those of daily biorhythms); and the other which is needed for the unfolding or "realization" of the existential potentiality of each person which fuels, so to say, a person’s maturation and inner history.

A phenomenology of tiredness, even of exhaustion – of "emptiness", of aridity, of inner inertia  - remains to be undertaken, as does a phenomenology of recreation. And these are the phenomenological nuclei of the most fundamental – and also spiritual – experiences of man. How is it that a conversation is sufficient at times to restore us; that a simple aesthetic emotion can provide us with the strength to act or create? How is it that positive feelings may seem to "fill us up"  and to allow something like a current of new life to flow into us, whereas negative feelings have the apparent effect of emptying us of what was inside us, of consuming it? What is the relation between depression and weariness, exhaustion? The dependence of a part of our emotional life on causal circumstances is manifested through these phenomena and more. These phenomena fill the notion of psychic causality with intuitive, and specific, content. I feel tired because I haven’t slept. « Because » has a different sense here from that in the sentence « I am indignant because you lied to me ».

Yet another small step and we shall discover that the sources of these energies are different: that one is fueled and consumed through exchanges with the physical environment, the other through exchanges with the surrounding world and especially through interpersonal exchanges, direct or indirect. Moods are, so to say, indicators of what we live on; therefore they orient us precisely as to our ubi consistam.

Shaping the environment of a person in such a way as to promote positive moods can be seen as a part of designers’ aims: the preceding analysis might shed some light on the ways of correctly identifying the causal links between environmental elements (landscape features, colors, atmosphere, style of furniture and so on) and affective responses in the user’s perspective. Yet a further study in the personal layer of feeling might prove necessary in order to understand the possible variety of responses in the field of moods - what a person needs depends on what she is.

The dynamic of vital feelings and of moods, in its more or less cyclical course, does not differ so greatly from one individual to another –there have, at least, always been identified « types » of temperaments within which no great variations are exhibited. Wherever causality reigns, a certain degree of uniformity, in fact, reigns as well. This is why it should not be surprising that chemistry, at this level, seems to work wonders, for instance in the treatment of depression – which can kill, preventing any chance of personal renewal: it can block any response, but is not, in itself, a personal response to values and requirements of the real.

8. Feelings and Passions 

Personality is, in its very essence, an axiologically structured system of sentiments and related attitudes, an individual “order of one’s heart”. Hence it is not “revealed”, but at most hinted at, by the sphere of vital affections and moods. Thus we find, as a deeper layer than the one just mentioned, that layer of self which seems to be awakened by contact with other people, bearers of values and demands, the standing of which is felt to be superior to that of values of the vital sphere (all forms or physical and psychic well-being). The modes of this awakening of self which, if unimpeded, is accomplished through the creation of new dispositions and matrices of affective and active responses, are positive sentiments, all of which have a characteristic which we might call « consonance »: the tendency that they stimulate to know and promote the being and well-being of the other. A tendency which is itself perceived   as liberating, as flourishing, as "an increase of one’s being". Positive feelings are the locus of encounter simultaneously with others and with oneself. Negative feelings have the opposite characteristic. Precisely because it is the most real, the truest self which is in question here – unlike the affectivity of the sensorial and vital layers – these negative feelings are subject to a characteristic mode of the illusion which thrives wherever there is social life: inauthenticity. 

There are finally those  habitual channels of volition which are the passions – if, using this term in its proper sense, we mean an affective disposition constituted by a sentiment associated with an inclination of some sort. . A passion, unlike a sentiment/, is already a mode of volition: (wanting) to have, to do, to be. Greatness is never accomplished without real passion – as both ancient and current wisdom have it. Greatness for both good and evil: but what is important here is the role which that aspect of emotional life that we have thus far left in the background plays in the constitution of a passion: inclination in all of its forms (drives, tendencies, desires, aspirations). A sentiment is not a vector of action, even though undoubtedly it motivates choices and actions, but a passion is. Unlike a pure feeling, it constantly stimulates in us that decision-making centre which we refer to as  « I ». In this sense a passion is simply the concrete form taken by the will of a structured personality, the profile – of greater of lesser duration – of its decisions.

9. Emotions

Among the many elements still lacking in this outline is a characterization of emotions in a proper sense, which we can arrive at only now, since however frequent and varied this phenomenon may be, it presupposes at least the presence of sensorial and vital sensibility, i.e. the succession of causally conditioned affective states which are the sensorial affections and the cycles of vital feelings, and of moods in particular. In its richness, variety, articulation and peculiarly human finesse, the life of the emotions also presupposes a sensibility which is structured in depth, with its relatively long-lasting heritage of feelings and passions.

Let us consider the first point. We can always answer the question « how are you? », i.e. we are always in some state. And an emotion is always, as the word itself suggests, a sudden alteration of the affective state, constituting an unintentional and reactive response to events or situations provided with positive or negative quality of value. Emotions are certainly the most common and frequent manifestation of feeling, but their peculiarity is that of being events that occupy the present, or the consciousness of the subject who experiences them, and as such of consuming themselves entirely in the present: they do not have, like sentiments and passions, or even like moods and other states, a dispositional or habitual dimension allowing them to exist without being currently « in force ». They most certainly can trigger a structuring response, thus paving the way for the creation of a sentiment, e.g. shame – as an emotion which presents a new sphere of precious values inherent in sexual and emotional intimacy, threatened and to be protected – may give rise to the feeling of modesty, which is in short an extension of the activated depth of perception, an extension which children do not experience before a certain age. Or they can be consequential responses, possible only by way of a certain structure: for instance, the joy that the presence of a loved one arouses in me –which I would not experience were the sentiment in question not there. Or, finally, they may be simple activations of a sensibility completely lacking in personal structure, existing at merely the sensorial and vital levels. This explains why we clearly share certain types of rather primary emotions with the higher animals, while some other types of familiar emotions are inconceivable for even the most intelligent of dolphins. Regret, remorse and compassion, for instance, presuppose not only superior cognitive abilities, but also and especially the existence of sentiments involving attitudes toward others and for ourselves; aesthetic emotions presuppose that aesthetic values are felt under certain conditions as more important than vital values, more capable of motivating one’s long-term choices, and so on. Emotions of a sufficiently profound layer of feeling (let us say emotions of a personal level) are in fact possible only on the condition that the states pertaining to sensorial and vital levels, even continuing to activate themselves, informing us of the positive and negative values of that layer, have received a relative collocation in an order of personal value preferences. This explains why persons differ much more one from another, even in their elementary affective reactions, than animals.

But there is another evident characteristic of emotions. As they are reactive responses to events or situations of some importance or value, they are also immediately active or motoric responses, outlines or schemes of action: escape, aggression, regression to more primitive behaviors (crying, screaming), attempts at grasping and other acts…  In other words they are simultaneously activations of feeling and of inclination (impulses, desires, aspirations). Unlike sentiments, they are vectors of (impulsive) action and, unlike passions, are vectors of immediate action. And regarding this we can note an inverse proportionality between motor agitation and depth of emotion – as if it were characteristic of emotions to position themselves along an axis with excitement at one pole and being moved at the other, according to level of depth at which they touch us. Consider certain portraits of saints, caught in a moment of ecstatic immobility. Or the strange and powerful effect that every profound aesthetic emotion has of arresting us, of virtually taking our breath away. Aesthetic contemplation, as well as philosophical reflection, begins with a crisis of immobility.

10. A tentative conclusion 

As Damasio (1994) has proved, it is certainly tragic that this man’s cerebral bases of Benevolence and of Veneration should be damaged – that a physical lesion should also be a lesion to a man’s personal identity. Yet it happens.  

Perhaps, however, a theory of the structure of feeling such as the one that we have outlined here, once developed, might account for a fact that seems to have escaped a philosophy inclined to the reduction of emotional life to the sensorial and vital dimension. How does it happen that affectivity with its functional bases should not be lost altogether, that a primary level of emotional life may survive – but a level that, as reports seem to indicate, would correspond to a regression of personality – to an impoverishment, or extreme restriction of the range of possible personal responses?

Not even a Humean type of theory, some form of « flow of experience » mentalism with no underlying reality or personal identity, a theory of /emotion « without depth » seems to be able to account for it. Much less a theory that reduces affectivity, or at least its true foundation, to the pole of pulsional life: because in this case Benevolence and Veneration are nothing more than internalized social conventions which should remain « in force » given that the same conditions of life remain « in force », in the same environment. Contrary to the evidence that Damasio provides.

But if a personal order of feeling is formed, or rather activated and revealed by means of structuring responses which widen, so to speak, and deepen the axiological horizon of feeling, then it is readily conceivable that a « reduction » of the layers of feeling open to activation might lead to a progressive alteration of personal structure, to a benumbing of the sentiments, a withering of life at the sensory and vital levels, at the level of mood/states of mind – and to a consequently more accentuated role of the pulsional-appetitive pole. Sensibility is reduced at the gain of excitability.


More generally, no theory of emotions which would neglect the analysis of the structure and dynamics of personal being can provide the rationale for a discrimination of different affective phenomena. Yet such discrimination seems a necessary premise to any research on the emotional impact that art, craftsmanship and design can have on persons and their modes of life.
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� English translation by Frank Bagg, San Raffaele University, Milan


� Cf. for example Oksenberg Rorty (1980), R. De Sousa (1987), (1995), Damasio (1994), Calabi (1996),  Magri (1999), Tappolet (2000), Goldie (2000), M. Nussbaum (200?)


� J.J. Gibson 1966 : “I have coined this word as a substitute of values, a term which carries an old burden of philosophical meaning. I mean simply what things furnish, for good or ill. What they afford the observer, after all, depends on their properties”. Quoted in Jones (2003), p. 111.


� Scheler 1957


� On the notion of essential individuality I refer the reader to De Monticelli 2000a, 2000b, 2000c. Persons, naturally, are the paradigm of individuals in the essential sense, i.e. endowed with an individual essence. But « other » in this phrase is intentionally neutral. We can love the opera, or the work of an author to the point of making it our reason for living.


8 Observations highly relevant to this point are to be found in Desmond  2001:130-150 


� The film is Strange Days, by Kathryn Bigelow. 





