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Introduction 

Thou shall not believe in fairies 

 

Ana Falcato & Sara Graça da Silva  

 

 

We are living in dangerous times. The historical moment the world is facing is one of 

absolute uncertainty, with the soil of democracy being meticulously dismantled in front 

of our eyes on a daily basis. The subjective experience of such catastrophic events at a 

global scale is bound to be one of emotional shock. It is thus natural to assume that under 

such progression of existential threats, the emotional (im)balance of millions of men and 

women reflects these constant waves of emotional trauma, impacting on social, cultural, 

political, religious, technological, and other levels of existence.  

Not so long ago, pre-covid crisis, the world was already facing a sense of 

emotional disorientation, fuelled by the rise of political extremism and growing economic 

adversities. When we set up to edit this book, we were far from imagining that we would 

be confronted with such a shocking turn of events regarding the sort of life we grew 

familiar with. We are still in the beginning of this fight, and no one really knows how it 

will end, but the shockwaves from the covid pandemic have already changed the world 

as we knew it, and have so far succeeded in forcing us to assess new priorities of survival. 

This situation also created a sense of unity within and among nations which is hard to 

recall even in times of war. Governments and politicians agreed that people came first, 

and acts of empathy and altruism grew and flourished mostly everywhere. Additional 

laws and severe restrictions were also enforced to control and halt the spread of the virus, 

which saw the normality of our lives altered indefinitely. The enforcement of measures 

differed according to each country and culture specific circumstances, and has been met 



with various degrees of acceptance. It certainly raised a myriad of sensitive questions 

regarding morality (or better still, moralities), and emotions. 

It is interesting to observe the emotional waves that emerged during this testing 

period. We use the world “wave” deliberately here for there has been no word shared 

more widely over these weeks than “tsunami”. As with any tsunami, the danger is greater 

as the waves travel inland, becoming higher and higher until the unavoidable shock 

happens. As with a real tsunami, the world has been hit hard. It was awakened from trivial 

petulances to face real challenges and fight for our continuity as a species. The motion 

ranged from a sense of distant unaffected empathy when only the other (national or 

foreign) was stricken, to an assimilation of feelings of panic and despair when the virus 

knocked at everyone’s door. Far and wide, an initial selfishness stemmed out of fear, and 

was reflected in competitive and hoarding behaviour for the benefit of ingroups only. 

Many, including politicians, were caught preaching classical cases of “do as I say, not as 

I do”, demanding from others what they themselves could not carry out.  

In his book Why Everyone (else) Is a Hypocrite (2011), Robert Kurzban argues 

that people often fail to see their own inconsistencies. It is precisely this failure that makes 

us believe that everyone else is an hypocrite. In explaining human behaviour, he 

recognises that people use morality strategically in social environments, manipulating it 

in both cooperative and competitive situations. Furthermore, he claims that we are not so 

different from the politicians we complain about other than the fact that they are in the 

public eye. In a chapter masterfully titled “Morality is for birds”, Kurzan notes “this might 

be one reason that politicians appear to be such hypocrites. My guess is that – and maybe 

I’m just naive – politicians, despite appearances, aren’t actually all that much more 

hypocritical than the rest of us. It’s just that the rest of us skate by without anyone 

noticing” (Kurzban, 2011: 217). We are all guilty of having felt pleasure at witnessing 



others’ misfortune. In this setting, politicians are great targets for this emotion, which 

cultural historian Tiffany Watt Smith describes as Schadenfreude (from the German for 

’Schaden’, damage, and ‘Freude’, joy): 

Schadenfreude might be seen as the opposite of empathy, but even vicarious 

sadness can be a pleasure. We all know people who love a good catastrophe, so 

long as it’s not happening to them. All that gossip and drama, the boxes of wine, 

the tissues. Misery, as the old saying goes, loves company. It’s reassuring, to hear 

about other people’s bad decisions and errant spouses and ungrateful children. It 

reminds us that it’s not only our own hopes that get dashed – everybody else’s do, 

too. (Smith, 2018). 

 

In a first clash which reflected a raw survival reaction, the “me/us” instinct spoke louder 

than the “them”, but it was not long before people realised that the former could not 

succeed without the latter, and displays of prosocial behaviour, generosity and support 

towards outgroups flourished. Bonds between neighbours and strangers were 

strengthened, and a duty of abnegation, norm following and sacrifice towards a bigger, 

moral goal, was incorporated. Indeed, in times of affliction, morality and law can act as 

pacifying and unifying premises in controlling conflicts that may arise from the 

intersection of the various forces that pull us in different directions. Research in cognitive 

neuroscience and moral psychology suggests that behaving morally and cooperating with 

others helps solve and negotiate social problems. We want to feel we belong (and the 

sense of belonging is crucial here), to a group, to a community, to the world.  

Over the years, research has shown that group mentality is crucial for successful 

social interactions. Whilst most emotions are about the “me”, we can feel strong emotions 

to what happens to other people, something evolutionary psychologists such as Jonathan 

Haidt call moral emotions: “The moral emotions can be defined as those emotions that 

are linked to the interests or welfare either of society as a whole or at least of persons 

other than the judge or agent” (Haidt, 2003: 276). As “biological, psychological, and 



social entities”, our exposure to society and to a specific context from infancy to old age 

impacts deeply on our actions and on the way we react and perceive the other and 

ourselves, morally, and emotionally (Schechtman, 2014: 197). In practicing of our ability 

to put ourselves in someone else’s shoes on a daily basis, we constantly struggle to 

counterbalance our heliocentric tendencies with the need for cooperation and 

collaboration, and within this effort, morality provides a calming, soothing sense of 

security and identity by setting behavioural boundaries. As Marieke Vermue and 

colleagues note in a recent study on trust behaviour, “group memberships form an 

important part of our self-concept”, and is a “strong predictor of cooperation between 

individuals” (Vermue, M., 2019: 1004). 

 In this book, we propose looking at emotions beyond the sheer conceptual and 

meta-conceptual level – that is, in terms of knowing what makes an emotion moral and 

how we know that is the case – and approach strong emotional episodes head-on. Our 

intention is to account for this new global disposition of calamity, lack of orientation and 

political incongruence, and analytically zoom in this epochal imbalance in different parts 

of the world, in different media, and in as many different types of emotional events. 

Emotional responses cut across cultural, social and political differences, and the shape 

and grade of interpersonal feedback naturally accompanies these variations.  

The intensity and success of social exchanges depends on the trust people allocate 

to feelings of belonging and community. A few years ago, James Jasper, a sociologist 

from New York, made a comment at a conference on Democracy and Emotions at the 

Centre for the History of Emotions, at the Max Planck Institute in Berlin, which, thinking 

about it now, hit us for both its simplicity and reach within the present context. Jasper 

pointed out how not so long ago having emotions excluded people from citizenship 



whereas nowadays they are perceived as a requirement. Whether they are real or fake, 

that is another question. 

The current global situation has also made ideological divisions more pronounced, 

and politics has not escaped this vivisection. On the contrary, political gospel in 

democratic societies appears more refined than ever. The rise of political polarization is 

the focus of Jesse Prinz’s discussion, which reviews this trend “through a specific lens: 

the role of emotions”. Prinz argues that emotions allow us to better understand the sources 

of political segmentation, and offers a tridimensional analysis of the ways in which they 

contribute to this reality: through an affective look, zooming in on the issue of ideology 

and, finally, on questions of identity. While the author focuses primarily on the situation 

in the U.S., his analysis retains a global perspective in an effort to present possible 

solutions to encompass diverse communities, for ‘in order to understand polarization, it 

is important to look beyond party divisions in any country’.   

Precisely such widespread feeling of political irresponsibility and impunity 

exacerbates the expression of violent emotions. This is the topic of Laura Luz Silva’s 

chapter in this collection. ‘The Efficacy of Anger: Recognition and Retribution’ is an 

engaging defense of the moral value of anger in fighting social injustice and seeking 

recognition. Silva makes her case against Martha Nussbaum’s reasoned attack on the 

feasibility of anger for moral and political life, by examining the action-driven benefits 

of an extremely destructive feeling that can, however, serve the purpose of a radical wish 

to change the status quo and improve the life conditions of an unfavoured group or single 

individual. The essay defends this shift in the interpretation of the main features of anger 

and its efficacy for moral life by analysing its underlying motive: seeking recognition.  



The present climate of political polarization and widespread mistrust in public 

institutions and political agents may equally arouse new forms of popular humor. Javier 

Gil and Sergio Brea’s contribution offers a  critical approach to new manifestations of a 

political sense of humor based on expressions of moral tribalism. The authors have a keen 

interest in the unstable socio-political effects of a shared sense of humor, wisely claiming 

that “any politically centered approach has to take into account these views and explore 

the idea that laughing at each other – with malice and benevolence – may both facilitate 

the democratic engagement and endanger the mutual coexistence”. In a wide-scope 

analysis of new forms of political and anti-political expression available to almost 

everyone nowadays – be it social media, sitcoms, cartoons, web-series and movies or 

popular novels – Gil and Brea defend that such digital forums for political debate can 

only serve democracy if they manage to preserve or reinstate the hiatus between political 

emotions and facts, rather than contributing to supplant the latter.  

 The portrayal of emotional shocks is not always objective but often dependent on 

a series of social and political biases which are in turn perpetuated by media outlets all 

over the world. In his chapter about negativity in contemporary journalism, João Almeida 

addresses this situation, describing the role of the media in the emotional response of 

societies to the present and to post-enlightenment promises of progress. In his 

examination, he acknowledges the contradictory position of the media which “praises 

material and technological progresses while at the same time delights itself in presenting 

a decaying world”. This stance, he argues, oscillates between a conservative mindset 

focused on objectivity defended by the school of Walter Lippmann, and a progressive 

angle with a desire to change the world for the better inspired by John Dewey’s 

pragmatism. Almeida alerts to the risks of having what he considers the fundamental 

notions related to modern citizenship, such as res publica, free speech, or individual 



rights, directly mediated by the journalistic class. As he explains, media’s conduct can be 

somewhat dishonest when portraying the positive evolution of democratic capitalist 

systems for wanting to paint the worst possible picture. While it often focuses on showing 

a decline in civil and economic betterments, such as poverty, economic inequality or 

social mobility, the truth is, Almeida notes “ that, in relative and proportional terms, most 

of those indicators have in fact been improving”. This shows a clear conflict with what 

the author sees as a self-proclaimed objectivist ethics, and  highlights the long dispute 

Almeida identifies between objectivity and interpretation in journalism.  

 The search for the real is often associated with a confrontation with the traumatic. 

Increasingly, the dissemination of shocking images is a testament to memory and 

remembrance. It is also, we dare add, an expected proof of existence. In her chapter about 

trauma photography, Hannah Bacon insightfully describes the attitude shift concerning 

the way in which people interact with emotionally charged images and what she calls the 

fantasy of witnessing. There is, she notes, a rising preoccupation “to look at our own 

looking, to witness the desire to witness” that transforms the framing of photographs into 

both interpretative and representative acts. In this thought provoking chapter, Bacon 

explores the human fascination with trauma and victimhood seen through a variety of 

means (being it the evening news, films, talk shows or others), and ponders on the dangers 

of this dissemination to an anesthetization of feeling due to the repetition of shock. 

Dwelling into the notion of trauma discourse, she discusses the risk of viewing shocking 

images in order to prove our moral superiority: “it satisfies this vicarious and perverse 

itch [for] morally elevating cathartic desire in a way that appropriates the pain of the other 

without motivating the viewer to alleviate it”. By comparing Judith Butler and Susan 

Sontag’s contrasting perspectives regarding the use of shocking images (the former 

defending their viewing, the latter opposing it), Bacon argues that both arguments miss 



the point in that they fail to recognise that images are only necessary to make trauma real 

to those who are not firsthand experiencing these traumas. Her thesis acknowledges those 

traumas as real beyond the “performance and fantasy of vicarious witnessing”, which 

does not entail political action and is thus insufficient. Instead, she defends a way of 

seeing shocking realities that allows the witness to act and “honestly see their own 

privileged vantage without appropriating the pain of the other”.   

 In a rather similar vein and making much from a quasi-sociological reading of 

gender issues in contemporary Indian society, Shuhita Bhattacharjee deploys a careful 

analysis of three well-known Indian web-series: The case of Delhi Crime, Made in 

Heaven, and Judgement Day. Bhattacharjee’s theme is violence directed against women, 

and how criminal behavior committed against an unprotected group in modern India can 

be sanctioned by a deeply conservative political structure. Her impressive analysis of one 

of the few available critical weapons against the ancient caste system and its politicized 

exercise – a powerful movie industry – leaves plain as day the hypocrisy of contemporary 

Indian society (specifically in what regards such pressing issues as violation). 

Bhattacharjee’s text cleverly addresses the topic of gender violence by reporting equally 

violent sketches from the three series picked up for critical scrutiny. The visual treatment 

of bodily violence made against women suddenly brings to front stage the shocking 

impact of forms of social behavior that an ancient power structure refuses to punish. 

Continuing the focus on unprotected, vulnerable groups, the following chapter by 

Sara Silva  explores how the sense of smell is intimately linked to our emotions and 

morals in the context of the refugee crisis. As a species, we make use of scents to make 

decisions, judge pleasant and unpleasant situations, and avoid dangerous environments. 

Historically, however, as Silva notes, smell has always been somewhat overlooked in 

favour of other senses, in particular vision or hearing. In her essay, Silva revitalizes the 



value of this particular sense by presenting a history of its evolution and and a fresh take 

on its importance in the context of large-scale migration and refugee influx. Presenting 

smell as a “sign of identity, status, and social class”, Silva explores the negative framing 

of the foreign by focusing on how these particular outgroups are “especially vulnerable 

to contempt and hate behaviours because of the scents associated with their existence”, 

establishing a relationship between olfaction and prejudice. 

The topic of civic violence – or, better yet, of the systematic exercise of violence 

made against civilians living in a disputed shared territory – has become dramatically 

commonplace in this calamitous twentieth-first century. This is the starting point for Oded 

Na’aman’s instigating meditation on the relevance of the human capacity to be shocked 

for our moral life. Our susceptibility to shock is the mark of a sane moral performance as 

well as of an important openness to the potentially thorny – even chaotic – features of a 

shared human life. The author takes Benjamin’s notion of ‘aura’ and deploys it in several 

readings of both fictional and real-life situations, in which a reasonable awareness of the 

moral meaning of surrounding events (especially another’s suffering) is a key condition 

of personal responsiveness, and even of mental health. The capacity to be shocked is all 

the more important for us, the author argues, because we can experience its failure as the 

beginning of a deep moral flaw. Thus, the true moral significance of shock reveals itself 

in the disturbing effects of a personal incapacity to suffer such a thing. 

 The experience of a moral shock and its aftermath is indeed mysterious. As an 

instigating topic for reflection, especially in the strange moment the world is facing today, 

this topic can be addressed with contrasting tools and deliver equally different 

conclusions. Honoring the organising theme of this volume and trying to figure out the 

potential ethical gain behind a shocking incident, Ana Falcato discusses the relation 

between emotional shock and moral conversion. The essay uses a crossed methodology 



of analysis, linking phenomenology and moral approaches to negative emotions, in an 

effort to describe the potentially decisive impact of a moral shock on one’s convictions 

and even life-changing decisions. The importance of an emotional shock, the essay 

defends, can also be assessed in the way it helps understanding the background of the 

specific shocking episode. For that end, analytically separating shock from the close 

experience of surprise is a key conceptual exercise.  

At times, we are surprised by experiences of disorientation. Getting lost allows us 

to devise strategies to either reassess our orientation, or engage in exploration. To do so, 

one must be connected to the surrounding environment, either through our bodies or with 

the help of technology. In their chapter, Pablo Fernandez and Roberto Casati show what 

happens when this connection is weakened or severed. They discuss how disorientation 

transforms our perception of the world by focusing on the role emotions play in 

distributed cognitive processes such as queuing or navigating, through the lens of a 

situated approach to emotions. As the authors explain, “situated approaches to emotion 

offer an alternative to a long tradition of considering emotions as purely internal states or 

processes. In contrast to such a tradition, situated approaches consider emotions as forms 

of skilful engagement with the world that are both scaffolded by and dynamically coupled 

to the environment”. While arguing for a phenomenology of disorientation, Fernández 

and Casati demonstrate how affective states help regulate cognitive processes by syncing 

the different elements of a distributed cognitive system, whether it be in humans or 

artefacts. Using the example of the practice of an Alaskan Eskimo community of shaming 

individuals who got lost in the wild, the authors show how emotional regulation occurs 

both synchronically (in the unfolding of the emotion itself, such as anger at being shamed) 

and, diachronically (in the process of acquiring an emotional repertoire, for example, the 

emotion of shame promoting the learning of navigational skills). 



The volume finishes with a reflection about a moment of social turbulence and 

emotional upheaval that demands a reassessment of the meaning of life as a whole. An 

original effort to rethink the human condition in existential terms is offered by Nicolas de 

Warren in his chapter about Clarice Lispector’s The Passion According to G.H.. De 

Warren wisely reads Lispector’s story as an ontological fable about our situation in the 

world. Contrary to what Heideggerians use to preach, Lispector – with other twentieth-

century philosophers and writers, like Emil Cioran – rightly allegorizes the gratuity of 

our rootedness in the world as a struggle against the drama of having been born. The 

meaning of this ontological excess can be disclosed to us in such a trivial episode as 

meeting a cockroach in a closet. The nauseating overtones expressed in Lispector’s fable 

comes to show the keenness of our ‘personal’ stories with the natural, disgusting stuff 

making up animal life in all its splendor.  

 This collection of essays is an expressive attempt to better understand what 

happened to the world in recent (and not so recent) years. While the dangers and ruptures 

brought about by globalisation began to be anticipated several decades ago, few prophets 

of our time could have imagined the twists and turns of the dire political, economical, 

environmental, and sanitary crises with which we are currently presented. This 

widespread feeling of fear and fracture may well be the post-slumbering reaction of a 

generation accustomed to comfort. Be it as it may, current circumstances deserve and 

demand the effort of a deep, mature reflection. This book is our modest contribute to this 

challenge.  
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