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Yasuhira Kanayama, “Our Life and Emotions as Texts to Be Read and Written” (22 April,
6 and 13 May)

In my three lectures | focused on emotions, treating them as texts to be read and written
for their appropriate regulation. For human beings to lead a prosperous life, it is necessary
to read not only one’s own emotions but also the emotions of others. Pace philosophers



who argue for solipsism, thanks to mirror neurons we can have, as it were, a virtual
experience of other people in our own brain, as is in the case of a baby starting to cry just
by seeing or listening to other babies crying, and then trying to soothe them.

In evolution, humankind, a species physically inferior to other animals, needed a certain
mechanism to help their survival, and mirror neurons worked as a strong help, making it
possible for us to have an easy access to what others feel and think, so as to be able
efficiently to work together. Mirror neurons made it also easier for us to imitate and learn
what others do, which in turn promoted rapid spread of new tools, fire and shelter. Even
the acquisition of language is supposed to have been facilitated by mirror neurons, for they
make babies notice their parents’ intention to speak, pay attention to their lips and imitate
their mouth movement.

Emotions we share through empathy (thanks to mirror neurons) are roughly grouped into
four kinds: fear, anger, sorrow and enjoyment. They play important evolutionary roles,
anger and fear exciting us, through the amygdala in our brain, to the fight or flight mode,
and enjoyment helping us to explore new possibilities. However, though the amygdala
helps our survival, it can play havoc with our life, creating such a plight as testifies to
Hume’s contention that “reason is, and ought only to be the slave of the passions, and can
never pretend to any other office than to serve and obey them”.

However, it is possible for a wise slave to regulate his/her master, i.e. to bring intelligence
to emotions.  For the purpose of regulating emotions, which was one of the most
important subjects of Plato’s philosophy, it is necessary first to become self-aware of one’s
own feelings, and second to be able to reappraise and reframe the situation that caused
negative emotions. The past exists in the present for us only as a present memory, which
means that rewriting one’s memory as a new text is an efficient means to find the new
meaning in the past travail. “Opening up” is one of such methods.

According to the Greek concept of protreptic logos, what makes us authentically happy is
not wealth, physical beauty, health nor fame, but knowledge. It is the kind of wisdom that
enables us to regulate our emotions, concerning past events as well as future actions.  As
to the future, this knowledge helps us to reach a wise decision, despite interference from
emotions. However, it is also important to note here that prudent decision-making needs
the collaboration of emotions. If we don’t have access to emotions in our judgement, we
are unable to assign different values to different options and reach any decision. The
unavailability of emotions’ help leads also to a syndrome called “Capgras delusion”, where
patients cannot have any affectionate feeling towards people that must be dear to them,
with the result that they think their family members, and even they themselves, must be
impostors.

Plato emphasizes the importance of emotion regulation in a society, and Aristotle defines
human being as an animal living in polis. The crucial kind of emotion for collaboration in
society is enjoyment, not the kind of enjoyment that is obtained through engaging in
pleasurable activities, but the gratification engendered through philanthropic activities. In
human evolution not only the win-loss game (survivalgame) but also the win-win game
played a crucial role, especially the latter contributing to human moral development, helped
by the mechanism of mirror neurons.

In my lectures | also dealt with a characteristic of texts that has much to do with



hermeneutics, according to which a text “neither speaks out nor conceals, but gives a sign”
(Heraclitus on the Delphic oracle). This feature is embodied not only in oracles but also
generally in metaphors, whose image-provoking power can work for and against emotion
regulation, too. I also talked in my third lecture about “the Pyramid of Power”, which I
learned in the POD conference last year at Houston, and explained how to make one’s own
“Dream Book™ as a text that helps us to build up our own future.
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TERBNEFHAE - OFIREIZ GBI D & WD IFREDE DI, ST R HEIR
FORMEBFHHIN D,
1) John is {clever/mean}.
John was {clever/mean} to punish the dog.
Punishing the dog was {clever/mean} (of John).
[TP Johniis ... [aP ti aPoss [V P + clever]]]
[TP Johniwas ... [[ ... [aP tiaPoss [y P ¢ clever tj]]] [CP to punish the dog]j]]
[TP [DP Punishing the dog]iwas ... [aPtia [V P V' clever ([PP of John])]]]

(2)
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