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Abstract 
Plato saw the relationship between emotion and reason as central to living well, and offered 
a potent way of understanding it (the charioteer). Expert understanding has transformed 
since Darwin and James, and the results matter in enormously diverse fields – health, 
education, peace studies, law, computing, etc.. However, they do not have the kind of 
accessibility that Plato achieved. The aim here is to offer a synthesis that could enter 
common use. Emotional experiences & behaviours are understood as effects of underlying 
systems with multiple, connected functions. They evaluate, prepare us in multiple ways to 
face the situation as they read it, align us with (or against) other people, and interrupt 
voluntary activity if need be. Feelings notify consciousness of their workings. Good relations 
between them and conscious thought are as vital as Plato thought, but much more intricate. 
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Short biography 
Professor Cowie graduated (from Stirling) in Philosophy and Psychology, and his PhD (from 
Sussex) compared human and machine vision. He has worked at Queen’s, Belfast since 
1975, on topics from individual differences in vision to the experience of becoming deaf. He 
was central to a series of projects on emotion and computing from the 1990s, and more 
recently has advised on therapies that focus on emotion and the role of emotion in peace 
and conflict.   

 


