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Feelings in Animals
Some have argued that an animal's behavior can be used as a kind of nonverbal
self-report to assess its feelings. The neuroscientist Jaak Panksepp takes this approach

in Affective Neuroscience, as does, more controversially, the psychoanalyst Jeffrey

Masson in When Elephants Weep. Their logic is as follows: Since animals and humans
behave similarly when emotionally aroused (for example, similar fear responses are
expressed by rats and people in the presence of danger), they must experience the same

subjective states as well.V If so, it would be possible to use behavioral responses in
animals ag indicators of feelings_.

The flaw in this approach, which takes us right back to the credibility problem, is
revealed by the results of a study of human heroin addicts. The subjects were allowed to
press a button to administer either saline or a high or low dose of morphine through an
intravenous tube. The subjects did not know what was in the tube at any given point.
Periodically, they were asked to rate how they felt. When a high dose of morphine was in
the tube, they pressed vigorously and also reported feeling high. When saline was in the
tube, the subjects pressed little and reported feeling nothing. But when the dose of
morphine was weak, the subjects vigorously pressed the button in spite of the fact that
they reported feeling nothing. Clearly, one would be misled by using behavior as a
measure of what was felt in this case, since the subjects behaved but didn't feel.
Emotional responses are not always external mirrors of internal feelings, but are rather
controlled by more fundamental processes. .

The problem is only compounded when we examine the relation of behavior to
feelings in different species. Just because two creatures act the same does not mean
they have the same experiences when they perform those actions. A beetle that finds
itself under the approaching footstep of a human does what a human would do — it tries
to escape before the foot lands. A robot can be programmed to do what a human would
do if an object is sent flying toward his or her head — raise an arm to deﬂecf the object.
Do the beetle and robot feel fear, or do they simply express a defensive response? The
fact that we have feelings when we act emotional does not mean that every act that
looks emotional is accompanied by feelings. The renowned ethologist Niko Tinbergen
reached a similar conclusion: "Although ... the sthologist does not want to deny the

possible existence of subjective phenomena in animals, he claims that it is futile to



present them as causes, since they cannot be observed by scientific methods. . . . Hunger,
like anger, fear, and so forth, is a phenomenon that can be known only by introspection.
When applied to another subject, especially one belonging to another species, it is
merely a guess about the possible nature of the animal's subjective states.”

Given that we are left with nonverbal behavior as our main tool for assessing
emotional states in animals, and that animal studies are the best way to study the brain,
how can we escape the credibility problem and gain a richer psychological
understanding of the bréin‘s emotional circuits? How can we, in other words, study
emotions using nonverbal emotional behavior as a measure without 'using it as a
measure of feelings? Ironically, an important clue about how to do this comes from
cognitive science. As we saw in the last chapter, cognitive science was successful
because it figured out how to study the mind without getting bogged down in questions
about subjective experience. The trick was to treat the mind as an
information-processing device rather than as a place where experiences occur. Although
early cognitive scientists considered emotions to he more a matter of mental content
than of information processing. and thus not subject to cognitive analysis, their
processing approach is, in fact, directly applicable to the study of emotion. _Just as it is

possible to study how the brain processes the color or shape of a stimulus without first

figuring out how the conscious experience of color or shape comes about. it is also

possible to examine how the brain processes the emotional significance of a stimulus

without necessarily first figuring out how that stimulus comes to elicit conscious

feelings. Since emotions as processes can be studied in animals and humans alike, and

since, as we'll see, emotional processing underlies both emotional behavior and

emotional feelings, a processing approach is a way out of the credibility problem.?
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