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Abstract

The phenomenon of wonder has fascinated scholars for centuries, yet today the subject is
understudied and not rooted in any specific academic discipline. Attempts at building a
preliminary account of wonder reveals that the experience of wonder is characterised by
seven properties: wonder (1) is sudden, extraordinary and personal; (2) intensifies the
cognitive focus; (3) intensifies the use of imagination; (4) instigates awareness of
ignorance; (5) causes temporary displacement; (6) makes the world newly present; and
(7) brings emotional upheaval. Furthermore, wonder can be distinguished from other
similar altered states, including awe, horror, the sublime, curiosity, amazement,
admiration and astonishment.

Human flourishing is a concept in ethics that has enjoyed a revival since Elizabeth
Anscombe’s 1958 article ‘Modern Moral Philosophy’. Through the work of Neo-
Aristotelian philosophers Douglas Rasmussen, Alasdair McIntyre and Martha Nussbaum
who have contributed to the field a working model of human flourishing attentive to
human nature was established.

As a result of in-depth examination of the contribution of both emotion and
imagination in the experience of wonder through a Neo-Aristotelian lens it becomes
evident that wonder may contribute to human flourishing via a number of effects,
including (but not restricted to) widening of perception, extension of moral scope or
sensitivity and prompting deep wonder, a wondrous afterglow, openness, humility, an
imaginative attitude, reverence and gratitude. Importantly, for wonder to act as a strong
contributor to human flourishing one needs to wonder at the right (or appropriate) thing,
in the right amount, in the right time, in the right way and for the right purpose.
Cultivating a balanced sense of wonder is thus by no means an easy task but having a

critical attitude towards one’s wonderment would aid one to wonder in a virtuous way.
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Introduction

In the difficult case, if the auditors are not completely hostile, it will be permissible
to try and win their good-will by an introduction [...] We shall make our audience
attentive if we show that the matter which we are about to discuss are important,
novel or incredible, or that they concern all humanity or those in the audience or
some illustrious men or the immortal gods or the general interest of the state;
also if we promise to prove our own case briefly and explain the point to be
decided or the several points if there are more than one.

(Cicero, 1989, I, 21-23)

In the following | shall defend the thesis that cultivating a balanced sense of wonder is a
strong contributor to living a flourishing human life. In order for the defence to be
successful and the thesis believable this calls for a somewhat in depth understanding of
its constituents. Understanding what is meant by ‘balance’, ‘wonder’ and ‘a flourishing
life’ is key, but it is the notion of wonder that will receive the most sustained attention.
Since wonder is the centrepiece of this thesis presenting a preliminary
identification of wonder is in order. Wonder is a sudden experience that intensifies the
cognitive focus and awareness of ignorance about a given object. It is typically an
unsettling yet delightful experience that makes one aware that there might be more to
the perceived object that meets the eye. That wonder is delightful is supported by various
philosophical sources and one might begin by pointing out that in the Poetics Aristotle
writes that ‘wonder is pleasant’ (Aristotle, 2006, 1460a17). The Poetics is interesting
because there are discrepancies between some of the translations of this particular work,
which is relevant to the study of wonder. Joe Sachs’ 2006 translation which is cited here
clearly states that wonder is pleasant but Stephen Halliwell’s 1995 Loeb Classical Library
translation states that ‘awe is pleasurable’ (Aristotle, 1995, XXIV 1460al17). This is
confusing and draws attention to the curious fact that in the literature wonder and awe
are in some cases used interchangeably. To complicate matters literary scholar Dennis
Quinn informs us that admiration and wonder are also sometimes used interchangeably
(Quinn, 2002, p. 4) meaning that when we read for example Aristotle’s The ‘Art’ of
Rhetoric where he writes ‘that which excites admiration is pleasant’ (Aristotle, 1926, IIl. i.
9—ii. 3) it is important to keep in mind that it is possible to read this particular citation as

‘that which excites wonder is pleasant’. This paints a somewhat muddled picture of



wonder but also adds to the allure of the subject as it invites us to begin to think about ‘a
taxonomy of altered states’ specifying possible distinctions between wonder, awe and
admiration. Mounting further support for the idea that wonder is pleasant one might
besides Aristotle also point to philosopher Conelis Verhoeven who indirectly supports the
notion as he argues that one can only wonder if one is in a safe place or wonder would
turn into loathing and panic (Verhoeven, 1972, p. 43). Contemporary philosophers Philip
Fisher and Derek Matravers likewise support the idea that wonder is joyful. Fisher writes
that ‘wonder is a sudden experience of an extraordinary object that produces delight’
(Fisher, 2003, p. 55) and Matravers mentions in his work that wonder has a hedonic tone
(Matravers, 2012, p. 166).

Moving away from the notion that wonder is delightful one might also point out
that there is a suddenness to wonder. The experience hits you unannounced like lightning
and it seems evident that it may arise from various sources. Seeing a rainbow in the sky or
falling in love or witnessing someone pass away may prompt an experience of wonder.
Particular books and works of art are wonder inducing as they invite us to see things from
a different and even particular perspective. Verhoeven suggests that like pathos, wonder
is granted or inflicted (Verhoeven, 1972, p. 13) and in this respect wonder is not
something we can will ourselves to experience; however it is something we might have a
talent for (Verhoeven, 1972, p. 27). Philosopher Paul Martin Opdal is of a similar opinion
as he speaks of children having a capacity for wonder that might be turned into
philosophical reflection (Opdal, 2001, p. 332). Further still it seems plausible that one can
develop a balanced sense of wonder® that transcends childhood wonderments and brings
forth an informed and mature kind of wonderment. What | refer to here is a sense of
wonder that by no means is of the extreme. It is to be in a place between extremes that
neither accommodates the immediate wonderments of a fool or a child nor displays the
outright hostility to wonder attributed for the sake of argument to the vulgar, crude and
reductive adult. To harbour a balanced sense of wonder involves being able at least to
some degree to harness or control wonder. It is a product of refinement where one’s

wonderment turns out to be just right.

! According to psychologists William Compton and Edward Hoffman the phrase ‘sense of wonder’ was
coined in the 1920’s by writer and editor of American pulp magazines such as Wonder Stories and Amazing
Stories Hugo Gernsback (Compton & Hoffman, 2013, p. 243). However this might be disputed because the
phrase can also be found in English writer W. H. Hodgson'’s tale The Searcher of the End House published in
The Idler Magazine between 1910 and 1912 (Hodgson, 2006, p. 8, 89). The phrase also figures in the title of
American biologist and conservationist Rachel Carson’s famous 1965 book The Sense of Wonder (Carson,
1984). Unless stated | shall in this thesis make no distinction between the word ‘wonder’ and the phrase
‘sense of wonder’ as they can be seen as different expressions of the same thing.



This particular line of thinking might to some evoke Aristotelian ideas of virtue and
rightly so. For Aristotle virtue is connected to the notion of the mean, which is located
between excess and deficiency. Experiencing a sense of wonder while pondering that
bachelors are not married is wondering in excess.” It is to wonder foolishly or immaturely
and such wonder would rest uneasily with any sensible person. To believe that so-called
experts or authorities would have the answer to all questions and that one can escape
wonderment by consulting such would be to harbour a deficient sense of wonder which
equally would sit ill with any tempered person. To wonder in a balanced way is by no
measure an easy task, as we humans unlike the pendulum do not automatically reach the
place of equilibrium. It is something we actively have to work for. Now investigations into
a balanced sense of wonder represent a rather unexplored area and more work is to be
done if a richer account is to see the light of day. It would be interesting to see what
possible consequences could entail too little or too much wonderment and if either of
these had any bearing upon the flourishing of the person doing the wondering. | shall say
more about this in a later chapter but for now let me briefly address the other supporting
constituent, the flourishing life.

The idea of a flourishing human life is an idea that has gained increased popularity
since philosopher Elizabeth Anscombe published her now famous article ‘Modern Moral
Philosophy’ (Anscombe, 1958). In the article she presented human flourishing as a new
translation of the old Greek word ‘eudaimonia’ which Aristotle thought to be the highest
good or the very goal of human life. Until Anscombe’s publication eudaimonia had been
translated as ‘wellbeing’ (taken to be almost synonymous with ‘happiness’), which gave
the concept a distinctly subjective feel. The new translation worked in the opposite
direction and suggested that although the idea of human flourishing in a modern sense
does not encompass presenting a complete objective account of what characterises a
good human life it nevertheless suggests that there may be more to the good life than
individual subjective accounts might reveal. Furthermore it suggests that a flourishing life
has to be measured over the course of a whole human life. Aristotle writes: ‘One swallow
does not make a spring, nor does one fine day, and similarly one day or a brief period of
happiness does not make a man supremely blessed and happy’ (Aristotle, 2003, I, vii. 16).
The main message here is that in order to live a good human life or a flourishing human

life it is not enough to feel happy the split second before you take leave of it. Nor is it

?| owe this point to Hepburn (Hepburn, 1980, p. 6).



good enough to have experienced for example two years of absolute bliss in a lifetime
while the remaining time was for want of a better word dreadful.

There are at least two reasons why an inquiry into the linkage between a balanced
sense of wonder and human flourishing is important. First of all there is a gap in the
literature on the subject matter. References can be found in works that deal with wonder
and ethical development but none that addresses the subject matter directly (Hepburn,
1980). This makes it important and worthwhile pursuing. Secondly it would be of interest
to examine the possibility that a life encompassing a balanced sense of wonder might
flourish to a larger degree than a life embracing wonderment in excess or no
wonderment whatsoever. A balanced sense of wonder could harness the positive sides of
wonderment, which in turn can be used as inspiration for how to live a flourishing life.
Such wonder might facilitate a critical openness towards the world, which in turn would
help keep the notion of human flourishing free from negative constraints. In addition a
balanced sense of wonder may prompt the discovery of new sources of flourishing and in
effect prove the antidote to complacency. Most people will over time become set in their
ways and develop a scope of vision that may reach far but is still limited by habits that
one might be unaware of. A balanced sense of wonder could prompt openness to the
positive sides of everything from religious, political, scientific or philosophical thoughts to
particular cultural outlooks, ways of life or praxis.

So far | have said very little about wonder. Wonder is a captivating subject that
has received increased academic attention in recent times (Bollert, 2010; Deane-
Drummond, 2006; Evans, 2012; Fisher, 2003; Fleischman, 2013; La Caze, 2013; Nadis,
2005; Norris, 2001; Pasquale, 2003; Prinz, 2013; Quinn, 2002; Rubenstein, 2008; Tallis,
2012; Vasalou, 2012). It is captivating for several reasons, one being that as a subject
wonder is elusive and hard to fully grasp. Unlike the optical meteorological phenomenon
of the rainbow wonder does not present itself as an external object that can be readily
studied and explained by objective science. Wonderment seems to be an entirely human
phenomenon® and it can spring from various situations. Witnessing something
spectacular like a rainbow, the aurora borealis, the birth of a child or the success of a free
solo climber® may very well produce a sense of wonder. To reflect upon something is

another wonder-inducer as it ever so often takes us to the edge of our knowledge and

*ltis possible that non-human animals can experience wonder because the brain structures of for example
mammals like dolphins and chimpanzees are similar to that of human beings.

* Free solo climbing also known as soloing implies that the climber does not rely on any safety equipment
and foregoes the use of ropes, harnesses etc., and relies entirely on her skills for the climb to be successful.
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makes us wonder about the implications of the questions we ask. Big questions like what
is the meaning of life; where did the universe come from; is the universe finite or does it
extend into eternity; why it is there at all and how does one devise a wise answer to the
guestion of how one should live are wonder inducing questions. The reason for this is that
they are huge and difficult questions that have a tendency to lift us up above the
immediate practicalities of life and make us think about our place in the universe and
what we are doing with the time given to us. Another reason why wonder is fascinating
arises from the curious fact that no discipline within academia has claimed it as its own.
Despite having been addressed by a variety of different scholars hailing from different
disciplines wonder remains itinerant and unsettled. To illustrate just how widespread and
diverse the academic interest in wonder is one could start by drawing attention to the
discipline of philosophy. Philosophy has a long-standing relationship with wonder, which
goes back to Plato and Aristotle. Their writings support the idea that philosophy begins in
wonder (Aristotle, 1989, 982b; Plato, 1989, 155d). Similarly in the area of theology
wonder comes across as the starting point for theistic experience (Hepburn, 1980, p. 1;
Keen, 1969). Professor of Religious Studies Robert C. Fuller seems to support that notion,
as he believes the experience of wonder can lure us into extended engagement with what
lies beyond the limits of rational engagement and that this is key in terms of
understanding spirituality (R. C. Fuller, 2006, p. 14). Furthermore Fuller observes that
experiences of wonder ‘are principal sources of what historians variously call nature
religion or aesthetic spirituality’ (Fuller, 2012, p. 85). This is to say a sensibility to the
sacredness of nature; the mystical or a particular pantheistic feeling toward the universe
may emerge from wonderment (Fuller, 2012, p. 85). In addition theologian and
philosopher David B. Burrell points out that wonderment in the Abrahamic faiths is
connected to questions about creation, the contingency of being and examination of this
contingency together with our lived experiences ‘that is both expressed in such accounts
and is in turn cultivated by them’ (Burrell, 2012, p. 235). Wonder is also relevant to the
field of aesthetics where objects such as the Elgin Marbles® have inspired wonder and
indeed helped generate new wonders like John Keats’s poem ‘On Seeing the Elgin
Marbles’ from 1817 which dwells on the pangs of mortality and wonders of Grecian

grandeur (Keats, 1978). Wonder can also be associated with modern science because as

> The 'Elgin Marbles' is a popular term referring to the collection of stone objects - sculptures, inscriptions
and architectural features - acquired by Lord Elgin during his time as ambassador to the Ottoman court of
the Sultan in Istanbul. At the present time they can be viewed at the British Museum.



philosopher Howard L. Parsons writes: ‘A scientist can find a molecule or protozoan or
child or galaxy wonderful because he can be excited by the known and imagined
meanings that his scientific community has surrounded him with’ (Parsons, 1969, p. 89).
Popular writer Richard Dawkins also thinks that wonder and science walk hand in hand
and he argues that scientific investigation can be inspired by wonder and like art science

is capable of generating new wonders. Dawkins writes:

Newton’s dissection of the rainbow into light of different wavelengths led on to
Maxwell’s theory of electromagnetism and thence to Einstein’s theory of special
relativity. If you think the rainbow has poetic mystery, you should try relativity.

(Dawkins, 2006, p. 42)

Scientific discoveries and developments like these can produce what Dawkins calls a
feeling of ‘awed wonder’, which he deems one of the uppermost experiences a human
being can experience (Dawkins, 2006, p. xii). Now leaving aside the question of whether
there is such a thing as a hierarchy of experiences that can support Dawkins’ view and
what such a hierarchy actually looks like it is safe to say that not everyone would readily
subscribe to Dawkins’ view. In support of this claim stands philosopher lan Kidd who
distinguishes between shallow and deep wonder and argues that wonder merely presents
itself in a shallow way for the scientist and there is a deeper kind of wonder fused with
the ethical dimension that the scientist simply misses out on (Kidd, 2014). Now Dawkins’
conjunction of awe and wonder reminds us that wonder is a complicated subject because
as much as one might agree with Dawkins and think his conjunction fitting for the
experience he is describing one would be inclined to think it peculiar because as much as
it is possible to merge awe and wonder it is also possible to view awe and wonder as two
completely different states of mind prompting us to find out in what sense they differ
from one another.

But why does wonder travel? Why is it not at home with one discipline, speciality
or branch of learning? Quinn points out that it might simply be because wonder does not
fit any speciality and it may prove difficult for one branch of the academic tree to give an
exhaustive account of wonder. There is as Quinn puts it ‘something as inherently absurd
in the idea of a wonder expert as in the idea of an expert on life’ (Quinn, 2002, p. xi). In
other words if one wishes to learn more about wonder it might be prudent not to get too

fixated on disciplinary lenses but look to wonder as something that digs beyond the
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disciplinary barriers of academia. Perhaps wonder in this regard is initially best
understood by evoking the image of the primordial soup advocated by evolutionary
scientists. It is a place of origin. It is a state of mind, which potentially can give rise to a
desire for inquiry and for the academically inclined subsequent works be they either
scientific or artistic in outline or composition.

A thesis usually abides to some school of learning and the inquiry conducted in
this thesis is a philosophical one taking place within a medical humanities context.
Medical humanities ‘is a name for a conscious habit of thought, a willingness to see
medicine painted upon a very wide canvas — the canvas of human experience in all its
complexity, diversity, and unpredictability’ (Evans, 2002, p. 447). It represents a field,
which roughly speaking provides new perspectives on medicine through the lens of the
humanities and social sciences and because it is a field that welcomes interdisciplinary
work it provides a suitable environment for the study of wonder. Now philosophy is hard
to define but one area that has been a part of philosophy at least since the time of
Socrates is concept analysis and the critical scrutiny of ideas. Since the success of this
thesis relies partly on a clear, rigorous presentation of particular key concepts, notions
and ideas evoking a philosophical enquiry as a ‘method’ to make the thesis believable is
apt. To strengthen this notion one might point out that since philosophy has a long
history of addressing wonder, balance (understood as virtue) and human flourishing it
seems a good choice to turn to philosophy. In addition it must be said that the philosophy
or philosophical lens through which | am going to explore wonder qualifies as Neo-
Aristotelian, meaning that it draws on the work of Aristotle and a selection of
contemporary philosophers to whom Aristotle is a substantial source of inspiration. Other
approaches to flourishing do exist but the present thesis does not consider such
alternatives, nor does it in any way represent a thorough apology for Neo-Aristotelianism.
The Neo-Aristotelian angle on flourishing is a tool chosen purely because it enables us to

paint a rich picture of wonder.

This thesis is divided into seven parts including an introduction and a conclusion. Chapter
1, The Lure of Wonder aims at providing the reader a preliminary understanding of
wonder. The chapter opens with the presentation and brief examination of seven
examples of wonder, which gives the reader a basic insight into the phenomenon of
wonder. Next | examine the etymological roots of wonder and how wonder can be seen

as a noun, a verb, an adjective and an adverb, which can be seen as an additional guide to
11



wonder. Thirdly | shall attempt to make the reader appreciate that conceptions of
wonder change over time by taking a brief look at the history of wonder. The fourth
movement will examine a selection of altered states by addressing wonder’s relationship
with awe, horror, the sublime, curiosity, amazement, admiration and astonishment with a
view to further clarifying what wonder is. This is followed by an examination of the
‘enemies of wonder’ in order to make clear why we sometimes avoid wonderment.
Finally in the interest of presenting a preliminary understanding of wonder that
transcends naive sentiments and crude rationalisations | shall draw attention to some
contemporary writers on wonder and their views on the subject. Furthermore | shall
highlight additional research questions, which | intend to answer in the coming chapters
including if wonder can be exclusively seen as an emotion; what the role of imagination in
wonder is and in what sense wonder contributes to human flourishing. Thus the first
chapter by no means provides the final word on wonder, but is merely a stepping-stone
to further investigations into the subject matter.

Chapter 2, Wonder and Emotion investigates in what respect we may label
wonder as an emotion and if it is possible to label it exclusively so. First | elaborate on the
rationale for addressing wonder as an emotion and next | address the nature of emotions.
Subsequently | commit to the cognitive approach to emotions represented by
contemporary philosopher Aaron Ben-Ze’ev and later explore an idea put forward by the
likewise contemporary philosopher Adam Morton depicting wonder as an epistemic
emotion. | then apply Ben-Ze’ev’'s cognitive approach and Adam Morton’s notion of
wonder as an epistemic emotion to some of the examples depicting wonder as an
emotion provided in the first section in order to show in what respect the examples
reflect wonder as an emotion. Finally | shall explore what we may call other faces of
wonder and argue that as much as it can be said that wonder qualifies as an emotion and
indeed an epistemic emotion wonder does not qualify exclusively as such because
wonder may indeed also be looked upon as a mood, a value and an attitude.

Chapter 3, Wonder and Imagination begins by recapturing and expanding the
rationale for investigating imagination in connection with wonder. This is followed by an
introduction to imagination that aims to clarify the vastness of the subject matter.
Subsequently | shall present and comment on the work on imagination done by
philosophers Mary Warnock, Ronald Hepburn and Roger Scruton in order to present a
modern account of imagination. My choice of philosophers rests on the fact that they are

all contemporary thinkers who through their individual work have expressed a singular
12



and bold view of imagination that when synthesised will help us establish in what
capacity a modern conception of imagination is involved in the wondering or wonder-
filled experience.

Chapter 4, Implications of the Role of Imagination in Wonder examines an array of
new examples from art, space-travel and philosophy that are particularly wonder
provoking with the purpose not only to further solidify how the imagination is active in
wonderment but also to show how an experience of wonder may: 1) influence our
perception; 2) increase our moral scope and sensitivity; and 3) facilitate what | call a
wondrous afterglow.

Chapter 5, Wonder and Human Flourishing engages with three contemporary neo-
Aristotelian philosophical approaches to flourishing, and the first involves the work of
Douglas Rasmussen who in his approach to flourishing focuses heavily on the individual.
Secondly | shall engage with Alasdair Maclntyre whose notion of flourishing alerts us to
the social side of flourishing and is grounded in the idea that we are dependent rational
animals with the ability to become independent practical reasoners. Finally | will draw
attention to politically engaged Martha Nussbaum whose account of flourishing includes
the notion of the ‘thick, vague conception of the good’ by which she offers a basic list of
human functional capabilities indicating what is essential to every human life. The three
approaches complement one another in the sense that as we progress from Rasmussen
to Maclintyre and finally to Nussbaum we will see a continuing exploration of human
nature that will bring about a refined notion of what human beings have in common
rather than where they differ. The picture of human flourishing that emerges from
engaging with these contemporary thinkers will be utilised as a reference point in the
second half of this chapter which examines how wonder can be a source of flourishing.
The second half starts with a survey of what it means for something to be a source of
flourishing and | shall engage with the following candidates: literacy, friendship, humour
and physical exercise. Following this brief engagement | shall argue that wonder also
qualifies as a source of flourishing by looking at how wonder may evoke reverence and
gratitude, help foster an imaginative attitude and give birth to openness and humility.
Finally | shall address wonder as a virtue and argue that a balanced sense of wonder is a
strong contributor to human flourishing.

Conclusion: Wondering about Wonder recaptures the important findings from the
previous chapters and concludes that cultivating a balanced sense of wonder strongly

contributes to human flourishing. Additionally it offers some perspectives on possible
13



weaknesses of the thesis and how the thesis could be used as a springboard for future

work.

By this introduction | hope | have won the good will of the reader and made clear how |
intend to build the defence of my thesis. Likewise | hope | have managed to spark an
interest in wonder because as the following chapters will show it is a most alluring subject

matter.
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1. The Lure of Wonder

By the toil of others we are led into the presence of things which have been brought

from darkness into light.

(Seneca, 1997, p. 34)

In the attempt to reach a richer understanding of wonder it is useful to begin by looking

in detail at specific scenarios in which wonder emerges. Here | present and interpret

seven such situations which together ground the concept of wonder as it will be

investigated in this thesis as a whole.

To begin let us focus on a scenario that most of us would probably recognise as wonder-

filled: namely, the rare, unexpected and extraordinary encounter with grandiose natural

phenomena. Over the course of three consecutive nights from November 10" through

November 12" 1833 one of the most spectacular meteor showers in recorded history

took place. Elder Samuel Rogers witnessed the spectacle and in his autobiography he

writes:

| heard one of the children cry out, in a voice expressive of alarm: "Come to the
door, father, the world is surely coming to an end." Another exclaimed: "See! The
whole heavens are on fire! All the stars are falling!" These cries brought us all into
the open yard, to gaze upon the grandest and most beautiful scene my eyes have
ever beheld. It did appear as if every star had left its moorings, and was drifting
rapidly in a westerly direction, leaving behind a track of light, which remained
visible for several seconds. Some of those wandering stars seemed as large as the
full moon, or nearly so, and in some cases they appeared to dash at a rapid rate
across the general course of the main body of meteors, leaving in their track a
bluish light, which gathered into a thin cloud not unlike a puff of smoke from a
tobacco-pipe. Some of the meteors were so bright that they were visible for some
time after day had fairly dawned. Imagine large snowflakes drifting over your
head, so near you that you can distinguish them, one from the other, and yet so
thick in the air as to almost obscure the sky; then imagine each snowflake to be a

meteor, leaving behind it a tail like a little comet; these meteors of all sizes, from
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that of a drop of water to that of a great star, having the size of the full moon in
appearance: and you may then have some faint idea of this wonderful scene.

(Rogers, 1880, p. 133-134)

Rogers was an educated man and knew about meteor showers; yet the extraordinary
intensity, the grandeur and beauty of what he saw filled him with wonder, and thus his
world was in a way enlarged or renewed as he became aware that it could indeed hold
such qualities. Indeed he acknowledges that his description may leave us with only a
“faint idea” of what was going on which could indicate that what is truly wonder-filled is
beyond words to describe and that in order to obtain a richer understanding of wonder
one must experience it personally. However, the subjective nature of this experience
does not make it solipsistic: Rogers’ account speaks clearly of the potential communality
of wonder and the notion that experiences of wonder at least to some degree can be

shared.

Moving away from wonder-provoking natural phenomena but keeping the focus on the
rare, unexpected and extraordinary, the second example concerns philosopher Juan de
Pasquale’s account of a life-altering event, which took place in his youth. Following the
funeral of his 17-year-old cousin Richie, de Pasquale found himself in a charged emotional

state back in his mother’s apartment. De Pasquale writes:

We were drinking coffee when all of a sudden | regained the sense of my body’s
presence but simultaneously felt | was going to faint. | went into the bathroom
and began to furiously splash water on my face, not so much to wash away the
tears as to vainly try to wash away my overwhelming sense of death. When |
looked up into the mirror | not only saw Richie’s face staring back at me, but my
face, my mothers face, my father’s face, my sister’s face — Everyman’s face. There
and then, suffering the most unbearable of sorrows that a person can feel, | knew

| had uncovered something big, the biggest thing there is.

(Pasquale, 2003, p. 4)

The “the biggest thing there is”, is for de Pasquale the realisation that we human beings

are mortal creatures. Realising one’s mortality for the first time can induce wonder
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because it is a defining moment where one is presented with an imposing reality beyond
one’s own and seemingly anyone’s control. Confronted with death, we realise that all that
a person is, all that she knows and cares about will at some point disappear. Realising
one’s mortality leads to a series of imposing existential questions: What should one do
with the time one has been given? How should one live? Is there something one must do
before the end? Is there a goal or purpose to human existence and who or what would
and indeed could operate as guarantor for any answer to such questions? As no quick
answer capable of withstanding critical scrutiny is easily obtainable facing such existential
gueries may well provoke wonderment, although this will to an extent depend on how
our individual mindsets and circumstances influence our experiences and perception. In
this, as in all the examples | will discuss, my aim is not to claim essential or universal
gualities of the experience of wonder but rather to develop an insight into its possible
constituents. De Pasquale’s example reveals the intensely subjective quality of wonder—
he is, after all, the only one seeing the different faces in the mirror. Furthermore this is a
sudden and extraordinary experience because the different faces should not be there and

yet spring upon him from nowhere.

A state of wonder may also spring from experiencing something that contradicts all that
one knows or takes for granted. To illustrate this my third example looks to the beginning
of Shakespeare’s tragedy Hamlet, where we find Horatio, the learned friend of Prince
Hamlet, joining the night watchmen Marcellus and Bernardo on their late and bitter cold
watch at Elsinore Castle. On the previous night the watchmen sighted what appeared to
be the ghost of the late king of Denmark, yet in order to give further weight to their
observations they have called upon Horatio to validate their perceptions and speak to the
ghost should it reappear. Being an educated man Horatio is at first sceptical of the whole

business but as the apparition comes the following scene takes place:

MARCELLUS Peace, break thee off. Look where it comes again.
BERNARDO In the same figure like the king that’s dead.
MARCELLUS Looks ‘a not like the king? Mark it, Horatio.
HORATIO Most like: it harrows me with fear and wonder.
MARCELLUS It would be spoke to.

BERNARDO  Speak to it, Horatio.
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HORATIO What art thou that usurp’st this time of night,
Together with that fair and warlike form
In which the majesty of buried Denmark

Did sometimes march? By heaven | charge thee, speak

(Shakespeare, 1992, 1.i. 40-50)

Horatio declares that his response embraces both fear and wonder, due to the
unexpected and extraordinary encounter, which in this particular case involves the
paranormal. The ghost is an anomaly. It is thing that should not be there and its very
presence displaces Horatio because the world he inhabits has suddenly become a
stranger to him. We might even say that seeing the ghost diminishes his self because not
only does it challenge what he thought to be real or otherwise a reasonable picture of
how the world works; it also gives rise to a identity-crises involving questions about what
and who he is. What he thought to be real or otherwise a reasonable picture of how the
world works now stands challenged, and so does indeed his identity. Furthermore the
scene indicates that experiencing wonder at least to some degree can be an arresting or
astonishing affair that may last only temporarily. The example informs us that wonder is
an experience, which starts with an intense moment of surprise and dislocation but

swiftly leads in to a strong desire to know more and indeed to act.

Literature offers vivid examples of wonder arising from unexpected encounters, and |
turn in my fourth example to German author Thomas Mann’s novel The Magic Mountain.
In a sanatorium in Davos high up in the Swiss Alps we find the young protagonist Hans
Castorp attending an X-ray examination of his tubercular cousin Joachim Ziemssen who is

in the care of the chief medical doctor Hofrat Behrens:

"Clear picture,” said the Hofrat, “quite a decent leanness—that’s the military
youth. I've had paunches here—you couldn’t see through them, hardly recognize
a thing. The rays are yet to be discovered that will go through such layers of fat.
This is nice clean work. Do you see the diaphragm?” he asked, and indicated with
his finger the dark arch in the window, that rose and fell. “Do you see the bulges
here on the left side, the little protuberances? That was the inflammation of the

pleura he had when he was fifteen years old. Breathe deep,” he commanded.
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“Deeper! Deep, | tell you!” And Joachim’s diaphragm rose quivering, as high as it
could; the upper parts of the lungs could be seen to clear up, but the Hofrat was
not satisfied. “Not good enough,” he said. “Can you see the hilus glands? Can you
see the adhesions? Look at the cavities here, that is where the toxins come from
that fuddle him.” But Hans Castorp’s attention was taken up by something like a
bag, a strange, animal shape, darkly visible behind the middle column, or more on
the right side of it—the spectator’s right. It expanded and contracted regularly, a
little after the fashion of a swimming jelly-fish. “Look at the heart,” and the Hofrat
lifted his huge hand again from his thigh and pointed with his forefinger at the
pulsating shadow. Good God, it was the heart, it was Joachim’s honour-loving
heart, that Hans Castorp saw! “l am looking at your heart.” He said in a
suppressed voice. “Go ahead.” Answered Joachim again; probably he smiled
politely up there in the darkness. But the Hofrat told him to be quiet and not
betray any sensibility. Behrens studied the spots and the lines, the black festoon in
the intercostal space; while Hans Castorp gazed without wearying at Joachim’s
graveyard shape and bony tenement, this memento mori, this scaffolding for
mortal flesh to hang on. “Yes, yes! | see!” he said, several times over. “My God, |
see!

(Mann, 1927, p. 217-218)

The scene is wonder-filled for a number of reasons. First of all the protagonist is
experiencing wonder when he via the X-ray apparatus beholds the insides of his living
cousin including the pulsating heart and parts of his skeleton. The X-ray machine is a
technological wonder that gives Castorp a kind of augmented sight allowing him
momentarily to see something that normally lies beyond our senses. Secondly Castorp’s
new found ‘ability’ sharpens his cognitive focus and gives rise to thoughts about life and
death. Thus the example is complementary to de Pasquale’s as it brings into view big
guestions about the nature of existence which if we were to extrapolate is to say that
although we may feel very much alive and well our existence is transient and one day
things inevitably will come to an end without us fully knowing why and why it was we
have been alive in the first place. In support of this stands Mann’s use of the Latin phrase

‘memento mori’, which translates into ‘remember that you have to die’® and the

® This is asserted later when Castorp has his own hand X-rayed and describes it as ‘he looked into his own

grave’ (Mann, 1927, p. 218). Interestingly Mann might have based the skeletal-hand-as-a-reminder-of-

death device on a real event. Wilhelm Conrad Rontgen discovered the X-ray in 1895 and shortly after the
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exclamation ‘My God, | see!” which is emotionally charged and brings to our attention
that Castorp (and perhaps the reader as well) just ‘saw’ or realised something of the
utmost importance. Thirdly it gives rise to awareness of ignorance or lack of knowledge
because suddenly, courtesy of augmented sight, to perceive parts of the world that
hitherto have remained hidden is also to become aware that our knowledge of the world
or what it encompasses is incomplete. Fourthly it invites us to wonder about what
technologies are yet to be discovered that can aid us in beholding aspects of reality that
have so far escaped us.

As a fifth example | cite the 17t century natural philosopher Robert Boyle who in relation

to one of his observations has interesting things to say about wonder. Boyle writes:

Yesterday, when | was about to go to bed, an amanuensis of mine, accustomed to
make observations, informed me, that one of the servants of the house, going
upon some occasion to the larder, was frighted by something luminous that she
saw (not withstanding the darkness of the place) where the meat had been hung
up before. Where upon, suspending for a while my going to rest, | presently sent
for the meat into my chamber, and caused it to be placed in a corner of a room
capable of being made considerably dark, and then | plainly saw, both with
wonder and delight, that the joint of meat did, in divers places shine like rotten
wood or stinking fish; which was so uncommon a sight, that | had presently
thoughts of inviting you to be a sharer in the pleasure of it.

(Boyle, 1672, vol 3, p. 651)

What is interesting from Boyle’s description is that his first reaction on seeing the
luminous meat is wonder accompanied with delight. This is in other words an emotional
upheaval but unlike in the example focussing on Horatio from Shakespeare’s Hamlet it is
not connected to fear because Boyle (but not his servant) is not frightened by what he
witnesses but takes pleasure in the mysterious glow and quickly sets out to investigate
the reason for its existence. Historians Daston and Park explain that to Boyle wonders
such as the glowing meat were considered ‘prime objects of investigation’ and that Boyle
was so pleased by the uncommon sight of it that it kept him awake into the early hours of
the morning despite the fact that he was nursing a cold he had caught while testing a new

telescope (Daston & Park, 1998, p. 13). This detail is important because it not only

discovery he subjected his wife Anna Bertha Ludwig to the wonders of the ray. Upon seeing her skeletal
hand, which bore her wedding ring she exclaimed ‘I have seen my death’ (Dresser, 2014).
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highlights the temporality of wonder indicating that experiences of wonder can be
momentary as well as enduring but also that the emotion or feeling of pleasure arising in
conjunction with wonder perhaps fuels the experience.

My sixth example of wonder draws on another philosopher’s reflections on events from
his youth, namely Sam Keen who writes of an ordinary day in the city of Maryuville,

Tennessee:

When | was six years old | was walking by a courthouse in a small town in
Tennessee. A man came out, followed by a large crowd. As he walked past me,
he pulled a knife from his belt and said, “I present you with this knife.” Before |
could see his face or overcome my shock and thank him, he turned and
disappeared. The knife was a strange and mysterious gift. The handle was made
out of the foot of a deer, and on the blade there was something written in a
foreign language which no one in town could translate. For weeks after this event
| lived with a pervasive sense of gratitude to the stranger and with a wondering
expectancy created by the realization that such a strange and wonderful
happening could occur in the ordinary world of Maryville. If nameless strangers
gave such gifts, what surprises might be expected in the world?

(Keen, 1969, p. 211)

While it, too, emphasises the sudden and unexpected, Keen’s experience of wonder
springs from something as ordinary as gift-giving and is characterised by a long-lasting
‘wondrous afterglow’ that involves a sense of gratitude and wondering expectancy.
Keen’s experience of wonder contrasts with those of Rogers’ and de Pasquale’s in that it
emerges in a much less dramatic or emotionally charged environment. Keen’s example
shows that wonder can emerge from a small abnormality in the ordinariness of the
everyday and suggests that in wonder our capacity for imagination is put to use as we try
to understand the implications of our experience and answer the ‘what if’ questions it

gives rise to.

That experiences of wonder can be contained within the everyday is also the theme of my
seventh and final example. On an ordinary afternoon in the autumn of 2014 it occurred to
me to show ‘the duck-rabbit’ to my then four-year-old daughter Mai. The duck-rabbit is

an ambiguous figure made famous in philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein’s Philosophical
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Investigations (Wittgenstein, 1963, p. 194) and consists of an image in which both a duck
and a rabbit can be identified. Upon showing the duck-rabbit to my daughter she readily
recognised the duck, which prompted me to ask her in a teasing manner ‘are you sure’?
Puzzled by my question and mischievous look she once again turned her attention to the
image and after a few seconds | observed her eyes widening and her mouth opened
slightly before she gently uttered ‘it's a rabbit’. My daughter’s experience, the
intensification of her cognitive focus and the particular expression on her face’ during her
moment of aesthetic appreciation reveal this experience as one of wonder. The
encounter with the duck-rabbit produced a small rift in the ordinary understood as what
she takes for granted including the idea that she has a one-to-one relation with the
external world and that this world is reliable and consistently predictable. Through her
experience of wonder she suddenly ‘saw’ new patterns, which introduced her to a world
where things are not always as they first appear to be and may depend in part on the
beholder. This suggests to us that perception is an inherent dynamism in the experience

of wonder.

These examples give us a preliminary idea of what can give rise to and is involved in the
experience of wonder. Rogers’ report covering the 1833 Leonid meteor shower shows
that wonder can be accompanied by a sense of grandeur and beauty and prompts us to
see the world anew. De Pasquale’s case brought to our attention that wonder might arise
from a sudden, extraordinary and personal experience that reveals our mortality to us for
the first time. From the paranormal goings on in Shakespeare’s Hamlet we found that
wonder can be accompanied by fear, temporarily displaces or diminishes the self and
inspires a desire for knowledge. The example from Mann’s The Magic Mountain brought
us in connection with ‘augmented sight’ and seeing a part of the world that under normal
circumstances is hidden to us. We also became familiar with the idea that awareness of
ignorance or lack of knowledge is a part of wonderment in the sense that through wonder

we become aware that our knowledge is incomplete. Boyle’s experience brought to our

” French painter and art theorist Charles le Brun’s depicts astonishment in combination with admiration as
the widening of the eyes and gaping of the mouth (Onians, 1994, p. 17) (A. S. Harris, 2004, p. 307) but in
Lorraine Daston and Katharine Park’s Wonders and the Order of Nature le Brun’s depiction of astonishment
combined with admiration is labelled ‘wonder’ (Daston & Park, 1998, p. 319). In The Expression of emotions
in Man and Animals Charles Darwin points to the idea that surprise and astonishment are expressed in
human beings by the elevation of the eyebrows, the opening the mouth and the protrusion of the lips
(Darwin, 1999, XII). Of course one might say that astonishment or admiration does not correspond with
wonder, but since these different states of mind are hard to separate with certainty one might agree with
the idea that the depictions by le Brun and Darwin hold some value and at least give us an idea of the face
of wonder.
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attention that wonder is connected with emotional upheaval such as delight and that one
might take pleasure in the experience of wonder to such a degree that it may fuel a
sustained inquiry into the object of wonder. Keen’s narrative told us that wonder might
arise from an ordinary event, that it intensifies the use of the imagination and can be
accompanied by a sense of gratitude and expectancy. My daughter’s wonder at the
ambiguity of the duck-rabbit alerted us to the notion that in wonder the cognitive focus is
intensified and that wonder opens us up to a world where things are not always as they
seem.

Examining real life situations and imaginary ones is clearly of great value when it
comes to building a preliminary notion of wonder, as they provide insight into the
constituents of wonder and invites further inquiry as they carry with them important
guestions. These include: is wonder an emotion or feeling? What is the role of
imagination and perception in wonder and in what capacity is it beneficial or good for us
to wonder? | am going to address these questions and more throughout the thesis but for
now and in order to continue to build our preliminary account of wonder let us focus on

the name and root of wonder.

1.1. The Name and Root of Wonder

Plato’s dialogue Cratylus emphasises that the correctness of names is a big part of gaining
knowledge and understanding (Plato, 1926°). It also stipulates that obtaining the right
understanding of a particular word is a tricky matter and that etymology as a teaching is
compromised by the crippling conflict between on the one hand Hermogenes
(conventionalist) and on the other Cratylus (naturalist).® The conventionalist would argue
that there is no correct usage of a particular name besides what is supported by local
convention. For instance the aurora borealis is called ‘aurora borealis’ only because
learned people situated in a particular culture have settled upon that label. For the
naturalist things are different and here we find the argument that names are not chosen
arbitrarily and that a particular name belongs naturally to a particular object. According
to Cratylus it is important to realise that if one attempts to speak of something by calling
it any name other than its natural name, one is completely failing to address it at all.

Given this unsettled conflict the use of etymology in the exploration of wonder is

¥ have adopted the words ‘conventionalist’ and ‘naturalist’ from David Sedley’s ‘Plato’s Cratylus’ (Sedley,
2013).
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connected with an element of uncertainty. Etymology is not an exact science and cannot
be used alone to pinpoint the meaning of a word. It can also be argued that it has no
purpose in a philosophical inquiry, as it does not provide any security in terms of the
meaning of the word. Nevertheless | shall argue that etymology is not completely useless
to our current endeavour. Etymology can be used to indicate the root of wonder, its
possible variation in meaning over different languages and reveal whether its meaning
changes depending on how one uses the word. On that note let us have a closer look at
what etymology can tell us about the thing called ‘wonder’.

According to Chambers Dictionary of Etymology the word ‘wonder’ derives from
the Old English word ‘wundor’ meaning marvellous thing. The word has links to the Old
High German ‘wunter’ which in modern German has become ‘wunder’. It can also be
ventured that wonder has connections to the Old English ‘wundian’ and the German
‘wunde’ meaning wound or cut suggesting that to be wonderstruck is to be wounded in a
sense and that it is an experience that no doubt puts a person into sharp focus as no
wound is likely to be inflicted without causing some suffering and pain. (Parsons, 1969, p.
85) (Rubenstein, 2008, p. 9). On a less dramatic note lexicographer Eric Partridge points
out that the Old English ‘wunder’ may be connected to the German ‘Wonne’ meaning joy
or delight (Partridge, 1966). This particular idea of wonder finds academic support.
Literary scholar Philip Fisher for example connects wonder with delight and admiration
and points out that the Latin root of admiration is ‘mira’ which also is the Latin name for
wonder and furthermore the root of the word miracle (Fisher, 2003, p. 11). Historians
Daston and Park also support this notion and add that admiration and objects of
admiration called ‘mirabilia’, ‘miracula’ or ‘ammiranda’ as terms seem to have root in the
Indo-European word for ‘smile’ (Daston & Park, 1998, p. 16). Literary scholars Robert M.
Theobald and Dennis Quinn also favours this connection and claims that writers in English
such as playwright William Shakespeare often uses the Latinate ‘admire’ as a synonym for
wonder (Quinn, 2002, p. 4; Theobald, 1901, p. 83). Furthermore Quinn suggests that
‘admire’ is a word of the senses, of passions, and of the intellect and relates to both
seeing and knowing. This he relates to the Greek word ‘thau’ which may connect to
wonder or to look at something in wonder. Wonder in Greek is ‘thauma’, derived from
‘thea’ (Quinn, 2002, p. 6). This root is incorporated in the English word ‘theatre’ which
refers to a place where one can encounter spectacular sights and sounds. Finally Quinn
informs us that ‘thea’ relates to the word ‘theory’, which to the Ancient Greeks was the

word for philosophical contemplation (Quinn, 2002, p. 6). Daston and Park are supportive
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of this as they point out that the roots of the Greek word thauma is found in the verb ‘to
see’ (Daston & Park, 1998, p. 16). However what this means is unclear, because on one
hand it might suggest that wonder appeals to the visual sense, which is a notion strongly
supported by Fisher who writes: “‘Wonder binds the mind to a visual experience that has
called attention to itself by its beauty, its strangeness, and its order’ (Fisher, 2003, p. 121).
On the other it might entail that wonder has to do with perhaps visualisation or the
imaginings of the mind’s eye which points to understanding or knowledge. | can offer no
verdicts as to which one of these stands is correct but for our purposes suffice it to say
that they are two faces of the same marvellous coin.

Wonder also bears resemblance to the Old Icelandic word ‘undr’, which in
Sweden, Norway and Denmark is known as ‘under’. For something to be an ‘under’ it is
[attributed to] an extraordinary object, event or person of admirable composition or
character. For example it can be well said that the Great Pyramid of Giza is a wonder or
extraordinary object because of its uniqueness. The same can be said about Mahatma
Gandhi’s Salt March to Dandi in 1930 that alerted the world to the burgeoning Indian
independence movement.

In the Danish language one also finds the similar but more inquisitive word
‘undre’. This is equivalent to the English ‘wonder’ understood in the context of ‘l wonder
what, | wonder why, | wonder if and | wonder how’ and it allows us to say that ‘wonder’
can be used both as a noun and a verb. One way of illustrating this is to return to the
paranormal goings on at Elsinore Castle. Seeing the ghost of the late king is to the learned
Horatio a wonder (noun) but seeing the king also made him wonder (inquisitive verb)
about the nature and purpose of the ghost. In addition to ‘wonder’ as a noun and a verb
‘wonder’ also presents itself as an adjective and an adverb. If ‘wonder’ is used as an
adjective it is used to describe a property of something meaning that if we for example
say that Horatio is a wondering (adjective) man we are giving voice to one of the parts
that make up the person called Horatio. Wonder can also be used as an adverb in the
sense that we can do something wonderingly (adverb) indicating that the focus is no
longer on the wonder-filled thing in itself (noun) or that we actively wonder about
something (verb) or that we are describing a property of someone or something
(adjective) but on wonder as in ‘we are doing something in a particular way’. We might
say that after Horatio learned about the existence of the ghost he approached it

wonderingly or in a wondering fashion (adverb).
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As mentioned etymology is not an exact science and cannot dictate how we
should think about wonder. Because of this, understanding based entirely on etymology
can be dangerous as we may end up being misled as much as guided. Nevertheless for
our purposes here | think the etymological examination heightens our understanding of
wonder as it points out some of the various different meanings and connotations
‘wonder’ as a word may have. Wonder can be seen as a wound but also something that
produces smiles, joy and delight. It may be that it is synonymous with marvel and
admiration and that it is a sensation connected to the senses. Furthermore it is
interesting that wonder can be used both as a noun, a verb, an adjective and an adverb
indicating that wonder is not just a phenomenon that one can study but also an action of
sorts—something that one does and perhaps in a particular way. With this in mind let us

look to wonder from a historical perspective.

1.2. A History of Wonder

For the historical account of wonder that | am about to give | shall lean heavily on the
work of literary scholar and historian of wonder Dennis Quinn and his book Iris Exiled — A
Synoptic History of Wonder, which stands as one of the more comprehensive histories of
wonder in the literature. Despite being synoptic Quinn’s book stands alone as a wide-
ranging and lengthy historical account of wonder. To support Quinn’s work | will also
make references to a number of accounts targeting selected periods or themes in the
history of wonder such as philosopher Sylvana Chrysakopoulou’s essay ‘Wonder and the
Beginning of Philosophy in Plato’ (Chrysakopoulou, 2012) which focuses on philosophy’s
beginning in wonder and historian John Onians’ essay ‘I wonder, A short history of
amazement’ (Onians, 1994), highlighting how wonder reveals itself through art and
engagement with natural history. Likewise | will make use of historians Daston and Park’s
Wonders and the Order of Nature (Daston & Park, 1998) which focuses on wonder from
the medieval period through to the enlightenment and historian Frank Nadis’s Wonder
Shows which begins where Daston and Park end their study namely with the
‘vulgarization of wonder’ (Nadis, 2005, p. 263). Now it is important for the reader to
realise that the framework of this thesis does not allow a full history of wonder; hence
the headline ‘A History of Wonder and not ‘The History of Wonder’. This may be
disappointing but given that we are merely seeking a preliminary understanding of

wonder an incomplete historical account of wonder depicting where the conception of
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wonder takes a significant turn will be excused. Bearing this in mind let us begin by
addressing what may be called early cultivators of wonder, the ancient Greeks.

The Ancient Greeks encompassed a civilisation that dominated Greece from the
8™ or 6™ centuries BCE to 600 CE, which signalled the beginning of the Early Middle Ages
and the continuing rise of Byzantium. This period offers the early musings on wonder and
saw the birth of what we now label ‘classic’ poetry and philosophy. The first speculations
on wonder can be traced back to the poet Hesiod who in the Theogony’ informs us that
the sea god Thaumas (wonder) married Electra and had three daughters including lIris
(rainbow) and the beautiful-haired harpies Aello and Ocypete (Hesiod, 2006, Th266). Iris
is particularly significant for our purpose here because she functions as messenger of the
gods (Hesiod, 2006, Th780, 784) and as Onians has pointed out she represents ‘the
supreme wonder, a miracle linking heaven and earth’ (Onians, 1994, p. 32). In a way she
ties the land of humans together with the realms of the gods just like the rainbow does in
Norse mythology (Baeksted, 1990, p. 40)'°, yet despite being a messenger of the gods it is
possible to view her primarily as a representative of her father. As a divine courier her
beauty, shape, array of colours and to the ancient Greeks inexplicable appearance in the
sky would make hearts leap just as poet William Wordsworth’s did many centuries later
(W. Wordsworth, 1850, p. 33)."*

Although one nowadays may dismiss the poetry of Hesiod as mere mythology it is
evident that Iris plays an important role in Greek classical philosophy. The reason for this
is that Plato through Socrates mentions her in the dialogue Theaetetus, which centres on
epistemology. The dialogue’s youthful namesake exclaims upon the realisation that he
does not know what knowledge is itself, ‘By the gods, Socrates, | am lost in wonder when
| think of all these things, and sometimes when | regard them it really makes my head

swim.’ (Plato 1989, 155d) Socrates replies:

Theodorus seems to be a pretty good guesser about your nature. For this feeling

of wonder shows that you are a philosopher, since wonder is only the beginning of

° Theogony translates into ‘birth of the gods’ and is a poem written in Homeric Greek addressing the origin
and genealogy of the Greek gods.
%1n Norse mythology the rainbow Bifrost is the bridge guarded by Heimdal connecting the divine realm of
Asgard with Midgard, the world of humans.
! British Romantic poet William Wordsworth wrote on the night of the 26th of March 1802 the poem
entitled My Heart Leaps Up also known as The Rainbow. The poem contains the famous lines: ‘My heart
leaps up when | behold a rainbow in the sky’.
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philosophy, and he who said that Iris was the child of Thaumas made a good
genealogy.
(Plato, 1989,155d)
By reading the Theaetetus we learn that for Plato philosophy begins in wonder and has
close ties to ignorance or lack of knowledge.'® We also learn that metaphorically speaking
beholding Iris or being in a state of wonder can be an uncomfortable and destabilising
experience inclined to make one’s head swim®. As daunting as this may sound it is
nevertheless the pathos and trademark of a philosopher as Socrates clearly states. This
attitude to wonderment encapsulates the very childhood of wonder in western
philosophical thought. To reach what Quinn calls mature wonder we have to go further
ahead in time and address the church fathers of the Middle Ages, but not before setting

aside a little attention for Roman philosophy.

Roman philosophy is based on Greek philosophy and emerged in 155 BCE via the efforts
made by an Athenian embassy together later with Cicero and Varro who sought to make
Greek philosophy accessible to the average Roman. However the Romans were practical
people and dedicated little time to philosophy. What normally is referred to as Roman
philosophy are the deliberations of the moralists Cicero, Seneca, Marcus Aurelius and
Plutarch, but to moralise does not necessarily evoke wonderment nor does it necessarily
mean that it is philosophy. According to Quinn moralising demands rather the application
of ethical principles to the act of correct living (Quinn, 2002, 97). It can be argued that
Romans treasured Epicureanism** and Stoicism™ and so the Romans must have been

philosophically inclined. However both philosophies originate in Greece and come with a

' Aristotle echoes parts of the Theaetetus passage in book alpha in the Metaphysics (Aristotle, 1989, I. II. 6-
11 982b).
B The example from Plato’s Theaetetus exposes the idea of wonder as destabilising and causing one’s head
to swim and in this respect it ties very well into idea of wonder as a wound. In philosopher Sylvana
Chrysakopoulou’s work on wonder we find support for this notion as she suggests that the Greek word
‘thauma’ (wonder) is connected with the Greek word ‘trauma’ (wound or injury) (Chrysakopoulou, 2012, p.
88).
" Epicureanism is based on the thinking of Epicurus (341-270 BCE) who founded ‘the Garden’ in Athens
which functions as both school and circle of friends. Important to the Epicurean was materialism and a
rational hedonistic ethics urging one to strive towards pleasure in order to gain a state of well-being. This is
an entirely individual enterprise and should be cultivated preferably in a garden remote from the noisy
world of humans and political intrigues (O' Keefe).
' Stoicism refers to a Greek and Roman philosophical school of thought emphasising on personal
transformation and fortification of the mind. The idea is that an upcoming sage must transcend emotions
and reach for moral and intellectual perfection. In Stoic thought the virtuous sage is thought to be totally
immune to misfortune and would in effect be happy, which has given rise to the idea of ‘Stoic calm’ (Baltzly,
2014), which may translate into having the ability not to give in to irrational behaviour even in the most dire
or epic situations.

28



particular bitterness that seems to leave very little room for wonderment. The hedonistic
element in Epicurean ethics that flags pleasure and encourages the individual to satisfy
her wishes and desires to gain well-being ultimately entails a singular bitterness as the
avoidance of pain easily becomes identical with pleasure itself. Potentially this prevents
the Epicureans from enjoying such human goods as love, physical exercise, family life and
indeed the activity of philosophy as all of these present themselves as a combination of
pain and pleasure. For the Stoic Romans the chances of encountering wonderment were
equally low because as represented by Seneca, Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius the
concern for moral and psychological questions was given precedence over metaphysical,
logical and cosmological questions. Because of their idealism and youthful wonderment
the Greeks could be cheerful like Socrates in the Theaetetus, but due to their realism the
Romans were soberly mature and very much in lack of wonderment (Quinn, 2002, p.
105).

With the Roman emperor Constantine the Great’s embrace of Christianity the lack
of wonderment amongst the Romans was about to change. However the reintroduction
of wonder in Roman life never restored wonder to its original youthful and distinctly
Greek form. It remained sober and mature yet gained a crucial new element, namely fear
or rather the fear of God. For the Christian thinker the ultimate good was God and to gain
knowledge about God was alongside the love of God considered the ultimate goal (Quinn,
2002, p. 137). To be without these elements or to think otherwise were to stand outside
Christianity. For the Christian this would mean a constant striving towards God motivated
by the fear of standing outside the light of God. Alternatively one can point out that the
fear of an eternity in the infernal regions of creation, which Christianity also promised if
one did not embrace Christianity, would no doubt prompt motivation.®

As the various territories of the Roman Empire during the 5t century began to fall
to hostile armies it marked the decline of the Roman Empire and the coming of the Early
Middle Ages. This was a troublesome period for the Roman Christians and culminated
with the sacking of Rome by the Visigoths in 410 CE (Augustin, 2002, p. 14) and the
demise of Romulus Augustus, the last emperor of the Roman Empire in 476 CE. Some
people saw the fall of the Empire as punishment for abandoning the old Roman gods. In

response to this the philosophically interested church father Augustine offered his grand

'®1n Book XXI of The City of God Augustine informs us that the bodies of the damned would be tormented
in the eternal fire.
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work The City of God”” aimed at aiding the doubtful by strengthening their belief in
Christianity (Augustin, 2002, p. 15). However before attending to Augustine’s magnum
opus let us take a look at his earlier autobiographical work, the Confessions. Augustine’s
confessional autobiography is relevant because in book X we find his reflections on

memory, which has interesting things to say about wonder. Augustine writes:

Great is this force of memory, excessive great, O my God; a large and an infinite
[roominess:] who can plummet the bottom of it? Yet is this a faculty of mine, and
belongs unto my nature: nor can | myself comprehend all that | am. Therefore is
the mind too strait to contain itself? So where could that be which cannot contain
itself? Is it without itself and not within? How then doth it not contain itself? A
wonderful admiration surprises me, and an astonishment seizes me upon this.
And men go abroad to wonder at the height of mountains, the lofty billows of the
sea, the long courses of rivers, the vast compass of the ocean, and the circular
motions of the stars, and yet pass themselves by, nor wonder that while | spake of
all these things | did not see them with mine eyes; yet could | not have spoken of
them, unless those mountains, and billows, and rivers, and stars which | have
seen, and that ocean | believe to be, | saw inwardly in my memory, yea, with such
vast spaces between, as if | verily saw them abroad. Yet did | not swallow them
into me by seeing, whenas with mine eyes | beheld them. Nor are the things
themselves now within me, but the images of them only. And | distinctly know by
what sense of the body each of these took impression in me.

(Augustine, 2006, Book X, VIII)

From reading Augustine it is clear that even though the height of mountains and the
billows of the sea may indeed foster a sense of wonder one needs not travel far or rely
solely on natural wonders in order to experience wonder. Reflection upon the mystery of
how we remember or recall past experiences can prove quite a sufficient source of
wonder and if not it may flow easily from realising that we human beings are unable
exhaustively to comprehend ourselves. In a way Augustine is urging the reader to get to
know herself just like Socrates did and so with Augustine we see a minor resurrection of

the Greek wonder. By dedicating time for introspection Augustine claims we will discover

Y The Original Latin title is: De Civitate Dei contra Paganos meaning The City of God contra the Pagans.
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that human beings are truly wonderful as we are beings that cannot fully grasp or
understand ourselves.

Moving on to Augustine’s later work The City of God we find that it encapsulates
the idea that human history so far has consisted of a battle between the City of God and
the City of Earth. The City of God refers to people of the Christian faith seeking the
eternal truths of God. By contrast the City of Earth refers to pagan people who made the
finite earthly life their business and pleasure. In time and if human kind embraces
Christianity the idea is that The City of God will stand triumphant. For our purposes Book
XXI of The City of God is particularly interesting because here Augustine discusses a
multitude of natural wonders and wonder inducing mekhanemata® from Roman
naturalist Gaius Plinius Secundus’s also known as Pliny the Elder’s encyclopaedic Natural
History (Pliny, 1938). Among these wonders we find the legendary fire salamander®® that
was thought to live in fire; the seemingly ever-active yet ever-lasting volcano Mt. Etna?
and an iron picture suspended between two magnetic stones in a nameless temple giving
the spectator the impression that it floated in mid air (Augustin, 2002, Book XXI, VI).
Augustine used the first two examples in his argument for the idea that not everything
that is on fire will be consumed. This played an important part in his outlook on divine
punishment and the idea that sinners in the afterlife had to undergo purification by
eternal fire in order to gain entrance to Heaven (Augustin, 2002, XXI, IlI). The third
example helped illustrate the existence of wonders developed from human ingenuity and
possibly with demonic aid, which could lead people away from the Christian path
(Augustin, 2002, XXI, VI). Additionally Augustine points out that the created universe is a
wonder designed for human pleasure and delight and that it in itself surpasses the
wonder of the things it contains (Augustin, 2002, Book XXI, VII). By this notion Augustine
points out that even though the world contains many objects of wonder the greatest of
wonders lies in the mystery and omnipotence of God who created it all. Additionally as

pointed out by Daston and Park it is Augustine’s view that there is ‘no inherent way to

'® ‘Mekhanemata’ is a Greek word in which the English word ‘mechanics’ originates and it refers to
artificially made inventions, constructions and machines (Augustin, 2002, 907).
In the time of Augustine the fire salamander was thought to live in fire. It has been speculated that
because fire salamanders have a habit of residing in wooden logs and that the burning of such was common
in ancient and medieval times this has contributed to the rise of the myth of the fire salamander. One can
imagine that some would marvel at the sudden appearance of a salamander in their fireplace but not all
would realise that the poor creature was merely trying to escape its burning refuge (Szeintuch, Tourgeman,
& Zigdon, 2005, p. 102).
*® Mt Etna is a volcano in Italy that was highly active during ancient and medieval times. It is plausible that
its activity during these times contributed to the notion that not everything is destroyed by fire because
despite its subjection to fire i.e. frequent eruptions Mt Etna remained largely unchanged (Augustin, 2002, p.
902).
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distinguish between apparently commonplace and apparently marvellous phenomena
since all depended on divine will’ (Daston & Park, 1998, p. 40). Thus everything in God’s
creation is wonderful.

Despite the efforts of Augustine it was not until the late Middle Ages around the
12t century that Christianity recovered from the collapse of the Western Roman empire.
By then the first universities had emerged and Christendom saw the reappearance of
ancient Greek texts coming from the Arab countries. Among these texts translated into
Latin from both Greek originals and Arabic translations we find the nearly complete
philosophical corpus of Aristotle. The re-emergence of Aristotle posed a new “threat” to
Christianity as it offered a seemingly well thought-through pagan alternative to
Christianity claiming that the world was eternal and no such thing as an immortal human
soul existed.?! As a response to this danger Thomas Aquinas in his writing sought to
reconcile Aristotelian thought and the Catholic faith. (Quinn, 2002, p. 167). In doing so he
like Augustine also managed to recover a bit of the youthful Greek wonder that had been

lost during the previous centuries. In his Summa contra Gentiles he writes:

Man has a natural desire to know the causes of whatever he sees, and so through
wondering at what they saw, and not knowing its cause, men first began to
philosophise, and when they had discovered the cause they were at rest.” Nor do
they cease inquiring until they come to the first cause [...] Therefore man naturally
desires, as his last end, to know the first cause. But God is the first cause of all
things. Therefore man’s last end is to know God.

(Aquinas, 1976, Book IlI, XXV)

The Thomistic idea of wonder being a desire for knowledge draws on Aristotle, which
becomes clear when reading the opening sentence of Aristotle’s Metaphysics: ‘All men
naturally desire knowledge’ (Aristotle, 1989, 1). This is shortly followed by the

confirmation that philosophy begins in wonder:

It is through wonder that men begin and originally began to philosophize;

wondering in the first place at obvious perplexities, and then by gradual

*! Aristotle offers his thoughts on the soul or psyche in De Anima and largely it reads as an alternative to
Plato’s ideas on the eternal soul. However the case may not be as clear cut for in the third chapter of De
Anima Aristotle puts forth the distinction between ‘active intellect’ and’ active mind’ of which the latter can
be taken as eternal (Aristotle, 1957, Ill, V, 430a 24-25).
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progression raising questions about the greater matter too, e.g. about the changes
of the moon and of the sun, about the stars and about the origin of the universe.
Now he who wonders and is perplexed is thought ignorant (thus the myth-lover is
in a sense a philosopher, since myths are composed of wonder); therefore if it was
to escape ignorance that men studied philosophy, it is obvious that they pursued
science for the sake of knowledge, and not for any practical utility.

(Aristotle, 1989, I. Il. 6-11 982b)

Whereas the highest form of knowledge for Aristotle was scientia?® for Aquinas this
comprised of knowledge that precedes faith. Aquinas introduced another kind of
knowledge that acknowledges the mysterious dimension of faith, referring to the kind of
knowledge that will not be revealed by reason but in principle can only be known with
the aid of divine revelation (Aquinas, 2006, Part I, p. 10). This allows us to say that
although Aquinas evokes the notion that philosophy begins in wonder and that we all
seek knowledge and absence of ignorance he also teaches us that the knowledge of God
is the highest form of knowledge and therein lies the greatest of wonder.

Aquinas completed his Summa Theologiae between 1265-1274 CE and one can
argue that with its publication the Middle Ages or scholasticism reached a thriving high
point. However over the next couple of centuries a series of major calamities spun the
European High Middle Age culture into an inevitable decline. The Great Famine (1315-
1317) is one of these calamities as it ended the lives of millions of Europeans. The Black
Death (1348-1350) also qualifies as it ravaged and robbed Europe of 40-60% of its
population (Hays, 2005, p. 43). Furthermore the fall of Constantinople to the Ottoman
Empire in 1453 was a considerable disaster for Christendom and can be seen as the final

blow to the High Middle Ages.

The Early Modern Era is a historical term that describes the period starting from
approximately the year 1500 CE and ends with the beginning of the Enlightenment in 18"
century. The era covers a number of cultural movements such as the Renaissance, the
Age of Discovery and the Reformation, which all generated an atmosphere of change and

departure from the scholastic orientated Middle Ages. During the beginning of the Early

2 By ‘scientia’ is meant that one come to know some truth P, where P is logically deduced from premises,
which are universal and therefore necessary. Another way of explaining this is by putting forth the following
syllogism: If premise 1 reads: all men are mortal and premise 2 reads: Socrates is a man the conclusion has
to be Socrates is mortal. The conclusion is scientific knowledge as the conclusion is logically demonstrative.
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Modern Era Neo-Platonism? presented a strong intellectual current and influenced the
philosopher Nicholas of Cusa. Nicholas’ main inspiration was Plotinus and in his De Docta
Ignorantia (On learned ignorance) he stated that since the infinite God stands in
contradiction to all that is finite, we human beings, understood as finite beings, can have
no knowledge of God (Cusa, 2001, p. 46). To a degree this also extends to the natural
world, which for Nicolas was scarcely knowable due to its close connection with God
(Quinn, 2002, p. 168). When it comes to wonderment the new idea is that wonder
ultimately prompts us to embrace our ignorance and after that simply rest in faith. We
cannot know God and so we are left to wonder (Quinn, 2002, p. 168).

Often portrayed as the first humanist Giovanni Pico della Mirandola in his 1485
oration The Dignity of Man gave utterance to the notion that man is the most wonderful
of earthly beings (Mirandola, 1956, p. 3). This may at first glance seem unexciting and to a
certain extent this is the whole point. Quinn suggests that the way Pico is using the word
‘wonderful’ is synonymous with ‘estimable’ or ‘exalted’ and that the oration marks a
crucial turning point in the history of wonder. The reason for this is that here we find
literary evidence for an early hyperbolization of wonder (Quinn, 2002, p. 170). Another
reason why Pico is important to a study of wonder is because of the radical idea he
proposes regarding human nature and the human condition. Pico reveals in the oration
that man is great because he has in fact no nature and can be anything he chooses to be.
Human beings lack conditioning, as philosophers Elisabeth and Paul Richard Blum express
in their paper ‘Wonder and Wondering in the Renaissance’ (Blum & Blum, 2011, p. 6). In
this light human beings have infinite potential and have the freedom to on one hand act
at the level of beasts and on the other elevate themselves to become something more
(Quinn, 2002, p. 171). Regardless it is important to realise that no matter what one
chooses to be one fact remains and that is that one is human. The thing that makes us
human has nothing to do with what kind of life we chose to live or what actions we
perform. It rests solely with the peculiar and most wonderful fact that human beings have
the capability for rational thought (Quinn, 2002, p. 171).%*

The Early Modern Era also laid the foundation for what was to be known as the

new philosophy or science dedicated to the study of nature removed from all things

** Neo-Platonism refers to the thoughts of Plato seen through the eye of his disciples. One such disciple is
Plotinus (ca. 204/5-270 CE).

**In the Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle points out that human beings harbour a rational component
(Aristotle, 1941, |, xiii, 15).
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spiritual. One of the pioneers was the empirically minded Francis Bacon and to the
student of wonder he signals the next step in the history of wonder. According to Bacon’s
The Advancement of Learning from 1605 CE the new philosophy does not ‘presume by
the contemplation of nature to attain to the mysteries of God’ (Bacon, 1971, I). The
examination of nature does indeed produce knowledge but ‘having regard to God no
perfect knowledge, but wonder, which is broken knowledge’ (Bacon, 1971, 1). Bacon
offers no elaborations on what he means by wonder as broken knowledge but might refer
to the idea that studying nature provides no knowledge about the nature of God and that
the student will remain ignorant in that department regardless of what he might discover
in relation to nature. To Bacon wonder is the ‘seed of knowledge’ (Bacon, 1971, p. 17);
however when one uses the contemplation of nature as a lever to obtain knowledge
about God, wonder no longer answers to that description and comes to a full stop. From
this moment on gaining knowledge becomes impossible and we are once again left to
wonder (Quinn, 2002, p. 197).

Wonder as a passion is also important to another prominent figure of the Early
Modern Age: Rene Descartes. Descartes was a reformer and his work Discourse on
Method (Descartes, 2008) aimed at arriving at clear and distinct ideas without for
example appealing to authority, which was widely practised in scholasticism. In his
treatise on the rainbow that accompanied the Discourse on Method Descartes’
explanation of the enigmas of the rainbow completely put an end to the supremacy of
the Aristotelian account, which is to be found in Aristotle’s Meteorology (Aristotle, 1951,
lll, 4-5). Descartes’ work was so successful that today it remains a major source of
knowledge with regards to explaining the features of the rainbow (Fisher, 2003, p. 42).
Although scientific work on the rainbow is interesting as it offers an alternative to the
myth of Iris it is nevertheless Descartes’” work The Passions of the Soul that is most

appealing to the student of wonder. From here we learn that:

When the first encounter with some object surprises us, and we judge it to be new
or very different from what we formerly knew, or from what we supposed that it
ought to be, that causes us to wonder and be surprised; and because that may
happen before we in any way know whether this object is agreeable to us or is not
so, it appears to me that wonder is the first of all the passions.

(Descartes, 1986, LIII)
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It is clear that to Descartes wonder is the first of all the passions.? This rests upon the
notion that when we find ourselves in a state of wonder as a result of encountering
something new we are not in a position to judge whether ‘the new’ is beneficial to us. We
do not know whether the object of wonder will aid us or cause us harm. We are oblivious
to whether the object is to be loved, hated, desired or shunned, as each of the responses
would depend on knowing whether it is useful or harmful, good for us or bad for us. For
Descartes wonderment is situated between deficiency and excess. Never to wonder
equals stupidity as it spells out a mind that never observes or takes notice of anything.
Wonder in the excess is the reverse of stupidity and encompasses being astonished?® by
literally everything one experiences. In Cartesian optics not being able to marvel at the
aurora borealis the first time one encounters it is just as bad as when one is constantly
astonished by cheap parlour tricks. Cartesian wonderment acknowledges ignorance when
something new is encountered but prompts investigation of the object of wonder.
Furthermore once an investigation has identified the object of wonder or woven it into
the fabric of the familiar, perhaps as a variation of a particular phenomenon or object,
wonderment comes to an end (Fisher, 2003, p. 48). In this light it can be said that
Cartesian wonderment is effectively dismissed by science.

Descartes also informs us that wonder fades as we become more accustomed to

the experience of wonder. He writes:

And although this passion seems to diminish with use, because the more we meet
with rare things which we wonder at, the more we accustom ourselves to cease to
wonder at them, and to think that all those which may afterwards present
themselves are common, still, when it is excessive, and causes us to arrest our
attention solely on the first image of the objects which are presented, without
acquiring any other knowledge of them, it leaves behind it a custom which
disposes the soul in the same way to pause over all the other objects which

present themselves, provided that they appear to it to be ever so little new. And

» According to Descartes there are a total of six primitive passions and they are wonder, love, hatred,
desire, joy and sadness. However this does not mean that these are the only passions and in The Passions of
the Soul Descartes mentions a multitude of other passions such as hope, fear, jealousy, remorse, gratitude,
anger and disgust to name a few. These other passions are all composed of some of the six primitive
passions (Descartes, 1986, LXIX).

%% Descartes uses the French work I'étonnement which has connotations to being thunderstruck.
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this is what causes the continuance of the malady of those who suffer from blind
curiosity — that is, who seek out things that are rare solely to wonder at them, and
not for the purpose of really knowing them: for little by little they become so
given over to wonder, that things of no importance are no less capable of
arresting their attention than those whose investigations is more useful.

(Descartes, 1986, LXXVIII)

From this passage we learn that not only must the object of wonder be new to us but also
the whole experience of wonder must be new in order for us to experience wonder. The
consequences of such an outlook are devastating to wonder because once we familiarize
ourselves with the experience of wonder our ability to entertain a sense of wonder is
declining. Said in another way the more experiences of wonder we sample the less likely
we are to experience wonder again. Cartesian wonder is bound to become a less frequent
experience as we grow older simply because the experience of wonder becomes a cliché.
The work of Descartes contributed to the end of the Early Modern era and the beginning
of what is known as the Age of Reason, The Age of Enlightenment or merely the
Enlightenment. The Enlightenment was a period that began roughly from the mid 17"
century and lasted throughout the 18" century. It was a period characterised by the
application of reason and empirical science in the interest of advancing knowledge. It was
an intellectual revolution and as with all revolutions there were casualties. For the
student of wonder the scientific revolution further diminished the importance of
wonderment as wonders became quantifiable through the empirical lens. The singular
quality of for example Theaetetus’ wonderment became marginalised or of minor
importance to contemporary intelligentsia.

One of the interesting intellectuals who engaged with wonder directly during this
period is Adam Smith. At the outset of his History of Astronomy he cautiously makes a

distinction between wonder, surprise and admiration. Smith writes:

What is new and singular, excites that sentiment which in strict propriety is
called wonder; what is unexpected, Surprise; and what is great or beautiful
Admiration.

(A. Smith, 1980a, p. 33)
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From Smith’s distinction we learn that wonder arises from the new and novel but that it is
distinct from what is unexpected which brings surprise and from the great or beautiful
which calls for our admiration. Quinn notes that Smith’s distinctions became popular
during the Enlightenment but that the identification of wonder with novelty would
eventually denigrate wonder and admiration would gradually lose its momentum due to
it being separated from wonder (Quinn, 2002, p. 240). What Smith means by sentiment is
unclear but given that he does not elaborate it can be argued that he uses the word
‘sentiment’ as synonymous with ‘passion’. The idea that wonder is a passion comes under
attack when we look to the work of German philosopher Immanuel Kant. In his Critique of
Judgement he reveals that Vervunderung, which translates into ‘astonishment’ or
‘wonder’ is ‘the affection produced by the representation of novelty exceeding our
expectations’ (Kant, 1987, p. 133). For Kant wonder is not a passion but an affection
contrasting Bewunderung, which translates into ‘admiration’ or ‘esteem’. This distinction
is important because according to Kant we do not put an end to our ‘admiration’ or
‘esteem’ of someone or something just because the novelty has worn off. To Kant
admiration or esteem is more enduring than wonder and the reason for this is that
admiration or esteem is free from any contaminating feelings (Quinn, 2002, p. 243).

| shall now draw attention to the Enlightenment poet Alexander Pope. Pope is
interesting because of his dedication to scientific thought and neoclassicism, which forced
a sturdy discontent with wonder. In Essays on criticism he states: ‘For Fools admire, but
men of sense approve’ (Pope, 1885a, 391, p. 59) and in the sixth epistle of the first book
of Horace he goes to even greater lengths to express his aversion. Here he writes: ‘Not to
admire is all the art | know, To make men happy, and to keep them so’ (Pope, 1885b,
Epistle VI, To Mr Murray, 1-2, p. 300). The expression ‘not to admire’ is not coined by
Pope himself but originates in the expression ‘Nil Admirari’ used in the Epistles written by
the Roman poet Horace. In here Horace links the notion of Nil Admirari to human
happiness by writing: ‘Marvel at nothing — that is perhaps the one and only thing,
Numicus, that can make a man happy and keep him so’ (Horace, 1955, Epistle VI). It can
be argued that Cicero also embraced this viewpoint. Written around 45 BCE Cicero’s
Tusculan Disputations offers contemplations on what possible wisdom can facilitate the

alleviation of distress; Cicero arrives at the following notion on what wisdom is:
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The thorough study and comprehension of human vicissitudes, in being
astonished at nothing when it happens, and thinking, before the event is come
that there is nothing which may not come to pass.

(Cicero, 2001, 1ll, 30)

According to Cicero one must in order to be wise and to prevent stressful situations
anticipate every possible outcome of a given situation and not be astonished by anything
that might actually happen.?’

It can be argued that Horace, Cicero and Pope refer to different states of mind due
to their respective use of ‘admiration’, ‘marvel’ and ‘astonishment’. However it is possible
that Pope’s ‘not to admire’, Horace’s ‘marvel at nothing’ and Cicero’s ‘being astonished at
nothing’ all are synonymous with the notion ‘wonder at nothing’. The reason for this is
that Pope uses the same Latin phrase as Horace and when we consider Pope’s support of
science and belief that wonder is for fools it appears likely that ‘Nil Admirari’ may refer to
wonder at nothing. Upon considering why Horace should have less regard for
wonderment one possible reason is that Horace finished his formal education at the
Academy in Athens. At the time Stoic and Epicurean philosophy dominated the Academy
and it is likely that Horace’s aversion to wonder springs from a deep involvement with
those particular philosophies (Kierman, 1999, p. 25). On a different note one could point
out that Cicero does not use the Latin phrase ‘Nil Admirari’ but ‘Nihil Admirari’ (Cicero,
2001, lll, 30) and therefore he is referring to something entirely different from Horace
and Pope. However since ‘nil’ and ‘nihil’ refer to ‘nothing’ in Latin it would seem futile to

counter argue on this basis.

Despite negative exponents of wonder like Pope and the fact that wonder by the early
18" century was connected with the vulgar i.e. ‘the barbarous, the ignorant and the
unruly’ people who celebrated ‘enthusiasm, superstition, and imagination’ (Daston &
Park, 1998, p. 343) wonder was soon to enjoy a renaissance. As the 18" century matured
a countermovement to the Enlightenment known as Romanticism arose questioning the

Age of Reason and its disregard for the passions. Romanticism also referred to as ‘The

 This particular attitude has survived to this day and is depicted in the 2008 HBO TV series Generation Kill
which focuses on a Rolling Stone reporter who together with the US 1% Recon Marines experience the
American-led assault on Baghdad in 2003. In episode 4 entitled ‘Combat Jack’ Lt. Fick utters: ‘Observe
everything, admire nothing.” The phrase is used to keep the marines alert and resistant to wonderment. The
idea is that wonderment makes you less alert to potential hostiles. | am grateful to my brother Kim
Pedersen for pointing this out.
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Romantic Era’ took place approximately between 1760 and 1850 (Murray, 2004, p. ix). It
is @ movement that is notoriously hard to frame and define but it is commonly accepted
that the movement was largely artistic and found its expression in everything from music,
poetry and dance to literature and paintings (Murray, 2004, p. ix). The Romantics
attacked the very backbone of the Enlightenment which according to philosopher Isaiah
Berlin comprises of the following three propositions: 1) all genuine questions can be
answered, 2) The answers are knowable and 3) the answers must be compatible with one
another (Berlin, 2001, 21-22). The general notion of the Enlightenment was that what
Newton achieved in the area of physics could likewise be applied to the ethical, political
and aesthetic domains. (Berlin, 2001, p. 22). Questions like what one should do in life,
how the perfect society was to be structured and what counts as beautiful were in
principle answerable by applying reason. However this strict rationalisation of human life
that leaves no room for passions and wonderment was to the Romantics questionable if
not downright awful. One Romantic poem that testifies to this effect is John Keats’s

Lamia. Here he writes:

Do not all charms fly

At the mere touch of cold philosophy?

There was an awful rainbow once in the heaven:
We know her woof, her texture: she is given

In the dull catalogue of common things.
Philosophy will clip an Angel’s wings,

Conquer all mysteries by rule and line,

Empty the haunted air, and gnomed mine—
Unweave a rainbow, as it erewhile made

The tender-personed Lamia melt into a shade
(Keats, 1988, 11, 229-238)

Keats’ antagonistic attitude towards natural philosophy understood as science and in
particular the work of Newton is clear from reading the poem. Newton’s success in

replicating the rainbow in his studies of prisms was to Keats devastating to the poetry of
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the rainbow?® (Quinn, 2002, p. 270). The prism was the instrument ‘with which the first
born daughter of Wonder would be killed’ (Onians, 1994, p. 32).

Another Romantic that questions the spirit of the Enlightenment and its support
of the ‘Nil Admirari’ attitude is the poet Lord Byron. In the satirical poem Don Juan Byron
proclaims that he ‘never could see the very Great Happiness of the Nil Admirari’ (Byron,
1833, Canto V, C.). Immediately after we find not only a greeting to Horace and Pope (the
first four lines) but also a powerful counterargument that challenges the reasonableness

of the ‘Nil Admirari’ attitude. It reads:

Not to admire is all the art | know

(Plain truth, dear Murray, needs few flowers of speech)
To make men happy, or to keep them so;

(So take it in the very words of Creech).

Thus Horace wrote we all know long ago;

And this Pope quotes the precept to re-teach

From his translation; but had none admired,

Would Pope have sung, or Horace been inspired?

(Byron, 1833, Canto V, Cl)

Byron’s point is that if we cannot wonder we cannot be inspired. If Pope never wondered
at the poetry of Horace his Horace-inspired poetry would never have taken form. In other
words Byron claims that poetry cannot rely on the cold light of reason alone but must
begin in wonder.

It can be argued that Byron’s dislike of the ‘Nil Admirari’ attitude captures an
important aspect of the Zeitgeist of the Romantic Era. However it has to be said that not

all Romantics disliked the science of the Enlightenment. The poet Percy Shelley®® for

%8 Richard Dawkins’ book Unweawing the Rainbow (Dawkins, 2006) has borrowed the title from Keats and is

a book that aims to show that scientists can retain a sense of wonder despite their methods and

discoveries.

2 Mary Shelley is the wife of Percy Shelley and her attitude to science was very different from her

husband’s. In her famous novel Frankenstein she expresses her aversion to the arrogance of science and

points out possible dangers with the enterprise by creating Frankenstein’s monster — a man-made creature
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example embraced science quite passionately and in the poem Queen Mab he envisions
that an earthly utopia will follow the advancement of science (Quinn, 2002, p. 269). The
poet Wordsworth equally embraced science but alerted his readers to its dangers, one of

them being coldness and detachment. In A Poet’s Epitaph he writes:

Physician art thou?—one, all eyes,
Philosopher! —a fingering slave.
One that would peep and botanize

Upon his mother’s grave?

(Wordsworth, 1896, p. 20)

The Romantic Era as a whole can be seen as a countermovement to Enlightenment
thought. The detachment of the scientist and her disregard of the passions was to the
Romantics a fundamental mistake. The ultimate outcome of the romantic revolt was a
sharp division between science and poetry. Science would in the name of reason continue
its exploration of the material universe and poetry would claim ruler-ship of the heart,
beauty, imagination, spirit and wonder (Quinn, 2002, p. 272). It can be argued that the
tension between the divided was never harmonised and as Romanticism entered its
autumn years a deep chasm had opened between the two poles. Nevertheless as the
century progressed Romanticism as a countermovement lost its momentum and its

influence faded in the face of the advancement of science.

Throughout the late 19" century resurgences of Romantic wonder can be found now and
then. However the successful application of science had at this time become so extensive
that its value was hard to question. Furthermore scientific thinking was colonising other
areas of learning. Jeremy Bentham’s ‘principle of utility’ or ‘Greatest Happiness Principle’
emphasising that happiness of the greatest number is the measure of right and wrong is a
good example (Bentham, 1988, p. vii). The work of Charles Darwin is another example of
the colonising power of scientific thought. In The Expression of the Emotions in Man and

Animals from 1872 Darwin explores the functionality of emotional states and their link to

bereft of bodily beauty and destined to become one of the loneliest creatures ever imagined in English
literature.
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expressions (Darwin, 1999). However as mentioned the late 19" century also witnessed
occasional upheavals of Romantic wonder. William Hamilton’s lectures on Metaphysics
and Logic published posthumously in 1859-60 can be considered one such upheaval. In
his lectures Hamilton draws attention to passages in Aristotle’s Metaphysics book 1.2, 9
and in German philosopher Friedrich Heinrich Jakobi’s Werke Vol. Il. Hamilton starts with
Aristotle:

Wonder, says Aristotle is the first cause of philosophy: but in the discovery

that all existence is mechanism, the consummation of science would be an

extinction of the very interest from which it originally sprang.

(Hamilton, 1859, p. 26-27)

He then continues with a quotation from Jakobi:

Even the gorgeous majesty of the heavens, the object of a kneeling adoration to
an infant world, subdues no more the mind of him who comprehends the one
mechanical law which the planetary systems move, maintain their motion, and
even originally form themselves. He no longer wonders at the object, infinite as it
always is, but at the human intellect alone which in a Copernicus, Kepler,
Gassendi, Newton and Laplace, was able to transcend the object, by science to
terminate the miracle, to reave the heavens from its divinities, and to exorcise the
universe. But even this, the only admiration of which our intelligent faculties are
now capable, would vanish, were a future Hartley, Darwin, Condillac, or Boneut,
to succeed in displaying to us a mechanical system of the human mind as
comprehensive, intelligible and satisfactory as the Newtonian mechanism of the
heavens.

(Hamilton, 1859, p. 26-27)

Hamilton is clearly an exponent for Romantic wonder in the sense that he expresses his
discontent with what he sees as wonder-less scientific enquiry. Philosopher John Stuart
Mill later challenges Hamilton’s viewpoint and argues that Hamilton is mistaken in his

view that science is hostile to wonder. Mill writes:

| do wonder at the barrenness of imagination of a man who can see nothing

wonderful in the material universe, since Newton, in an evil hour, partially
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unravelled a limited portion of it. If ignorance is with him a necessary condition of
wonder, can he find nothing to wonder at in the origin of the system of which
Newton discovered the laws? nothing in the probable former extension of the
solar substance beyond the orbit of Neptune? nothing in the starry heavens,
which, with a full knowledge of what Newton taught, Kant, in the famous passage
which Sir W. Hamilton is so fond of quoting (and quotes in this very lecture),
placed on the same level of sublimity with the moral law? If ignorance is the cause
of wonder, it is downright impossible that scientific explanation can ever take it
away, since all which explanation does, in the final resort, is to refer us back to a
prior inexplicable. Were the catastrophe to arrive which is to expel Wonder from
the universe—were it conclusively shown that the mental operations are
dependent upon organic agency—would wonder be at an end because the fact, at
which we should then have to wonder, would be that an arrangement of material
particles could produce thought and feeling? Jacobi and Sir W. Hamilton might
have put their minds at ease. It is not understanding that destroys wonder, it is
familiarity.

(Mill, 1865, p. 544-545)

The 19" century also saw a new batch of wonder advocates emerge, namely the
American transcendentalists who according to English literary scholar Tony Tanner held
central the idea that by beholding the world with the wonder of a child one would
recover and retain a sense of its actual glory (Tanner, 1965, p. 22). Tanner explains that
wonder despite its fading status in Europe lived on in the American literature and in
particular in the writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau and Walt
Whitman. Their transcendentalist writings were grounded in a particular need, namely
the need to recognise and contain a new country and the ‘wondering vision was adopted
as a prime method of inclusion and assimilation’ (Tanner, 1965, p. 10).

Additionally literary scholar Fred Nadis points out that during the 1830s and 1840s
America witnessed the emergence of the American Wonder Shows, which thrived on the
experience of wonder. Boosted by a robust market economy, a wealth of printed
materials on science together with a strong public interest in science as well as
pseudoscience and religion (Nadis, 2005, p. 10), wonder showmen ‘worked at the

boundary of science and magic, relying on wonder to help their audiences suspend
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disbelief’ (Nadis, 2005, p. 14). Furthermore Nadis writes that to strengthen the impact of
their shows the wonder showmen continually:
Cast scientific and technological breakthroughs in magical terms and remnants of
a magical worldview in scientific terms. Especially useful from a showman’s point
of view were electricity and other new invisible energy forms scientists were
uncovering that might be regarded as part of the same spectrum as the invisible
powers of the ancient world.

(Nadis, 2005, p. 14)

Of notable wonder showmen Charles C. Came who toured New York in the 1840s and
1850s offering patent medicines, scientific lectures and electrical healing demonstrations
is worth mentioning (Nadis, 2005, p. 29). Another is Harry Houdini who in the 1880s
before he made his name as an escape artist and anti-spiritualist conducted fake séances
together with his wife in the Midwest which included ‘wonders’ such as ‘floating tables,
self-playing accordions and the appearances of spirit faces’ (Nadis, 2005, p. 122).

In 1895 German physicist William Conrad Rontgen discovered the X-ray, which as
mentioned earlier was later put to use in a wonder-filled existential way in Thomas
Mann’s The Magic Mountain. The X-ray soon found its way into the wonder shows and
displays of the X-ray became popular at events such as the 1896 National Electric Exhibit
in New York where inventor Thomas Edison on some evenings explained the mysteries of
the newfound ray to the audience (Nadis, 2005, p. 14).

As the 19" century comes to an end it becomes apparent that wonder is on the
wane when it comes to evoking the mysterious and the realm of science is the only place
where ‘real wonder’ emerges. Writer, journalist and educator Arthur Mee emphasises
this in his popular 1908 publication Children’s Encyclopedia as it includes a section on
wonders in nature as explained by science (Quinn, 2002, p. 275).%° In America realism
caught up with the wonder showmen and ‘wonder-busting’ magicians like the now older

Houdini took centre stage (Nadis, 2005, p. 135-136). Nadis explains:

The magicians were not precisely educating their audiences, but “wising” them up
to the art of deception. From the magicians’ point of view, the passion for wonder

had become an appetite that could never lead to illumination but which might, if

**The encyclopaedia inspired the publishing company Ward Lock & Co in 1911 to start publishing the
Wonder Book series. The target group was children and filled with quality photographs the books depicted
a sense of wonder that was entirely orientated towards science and technology.
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properly arranged, provide light entertainment. Wonder was no longer located in
“objects of wonder” but in the magicians’ skills and craft. Recognising the
disenchantment of the world, the stage magicians were offering a variant on the
wonder show: one based in natural progress that exalted ingenuity and potential.

(Nadis, 2005, p. 137)

Despite the disenchantment and the public ‘turn’ to realism Romanticism was never fully
thwarted by science and as we continue into the 20" and 21°% century one can still find
remnants of Romantic wonder in what Quinn calls ‘modernist phenomena’ involving
Occultisms, Gnosticism, Surrealism, Symbolism and Fantasy. (Quinn, 2002, p. 293). It is
not my business to depict these movements in detail here and it will suffice to say that as
movements or phenomena they all promote Romantic wonder. The reason for this is that
they ask us to turn away from the outer world and focus on inner personal experiences
(Quinn, 2002, p. 294). As a consequence wonder becomes as Quinn writes: ‘A result of
direct inner experience of some ultimate trans- or sur-reality attainable by non-rational
means — Gnostic, revelation, magic, or art’ (Quinn, 2002, p. 294). It can be argued that
here wonder finds a function that is not easily challenged by science; however it is also a
function that academically speaking comes at a high price, as wonder conceptually
becomes increasingly mystical and solipsistic. Some might see this as its prime strength;
however to immunise wonderment from scrutiny does not academically speaking
promote understanding and merely prompts suspicion and scepticism.

We are now at the end of the historical exploration of wonder, but before we
continue let us briefly summarise it. By probing the history of wonder particular turning
points have come to light. We began by addressing the Greek myths as described by
Hesiod and learned that wonder is connected to Iris, the rainbow, who delivers tidings
from the gods. From Plato it became clear that wonder is the feeling and starting point (a
point shared by Aristotle) of philosophy and is bound together with an acute sense of
ignorance, which altogether can be quite unpleasant. In the Mediaeval period Augustine
informs us that it is quite possible to marvel at for example the mountains and the sea
but that introspection will reveal that the ignorance we harbour about ourselves is most
worthy of wonderment. Furthermore we also pick up from Augustine that the created
universe is a source of wonder as it surpasses the wonder of the things it contains
indicating that the creator is the greatest wonder of all. Thomas Aquinas fused
Aristotelian thinking with Christianity and thought that wonder was the desire to know

46



God. Moving on to thinkers from the Early Modern Period Nicolas of Cusa believed that
wonder ultimately prompts us to embrace our ignorance and rest in faith, as we cannot
know God. The first humanist Pico della Mirandola offers us a chance to marvel at
ourselves as free rational beings without a nature. To Francis Bacon, exponent of the new
philosophy, wonder is broken knowledge. This means that when it comes to knowledge
about God the study of nature provides no clue and we therefore remain in a state of
wonderment about God. For Descartes wonder was the first of all the passions situated
between deficiency and excess and so making it a passion worthy of the enquiring
scientific mind. Furthermore we learn that wonder fades as our experience of it grows in
numbers. Moving on to the Enlightenment Adam Smith brings to our attention that
wonder is distinct from surprise and admiration and arises from an encounter with what
is new and singular. Kant described wonder not as a passion but affection produced by
the representation of novelty exceeding our expectations and that this affection is
altogether different from admiration or esteem. Whether it is correct to think of wonder
as something completely different from a passion can of course be debated and | shall
return to this in a later chapter when | address wonder as an emotion. For now it will
suffice to say that the supremacy of reason and mechanical thinking over passion proved
demeaning for wonder in the time after the Enlightenment. However the view of wonder
expressed by Enlightenment scholars was not unchallenged. With its emphasis on the
passions the Romantics offered an influential countermovement and Byron pointed out
that not to wonder was problematic because without wonder inspiration would not arise.
However as science continued its advancement Romanticism, which was a largely artistic
movement, retreated. Throughout the nineteenth century wonder continued to decline
despite sporadic upheavals of the Romantic kind. According to Quinn these upheavals
connect with Occultism, Gnosticism, Surrealism, Symbolism and Fantasy and present
wonder as an inner personal experience far removed from the outside world that science

had claimed as its focus. The emphasis on personal experience persists to this day.

1.3 Provisional Taxonomy of Altered States

In this section | shall explore what may be called a provisional taxonomy of altered states.
The aim is to highlight some of the features that make wonder distinct from a selection of
related or similar experiences that one may reasonably mistake for being wonder. Overall

| shall explore seven such altered states: awe, horror, the sublime, curiosity, amazement,
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admiration and astonishment but because of its particular importance to European

philosophy and technical quality the sublime will receive extra attention.

What is awe? What does it mean to be awestruck or to stand in awe of something? In his
The Idea of the Holy theologian Rudolf Otto investigates the experience that underlies all
religion, which he labelled ‘the numinous’. The numinous can be understood as the
‘wholly other’ or ‘that which is quite beyond the sphere of the usual, the intelligible, and
the familiar, which therefore falls quite outside the limits of the ‘canny’, and is contrasted
with it, filling the mind with blank wonder and astonishment’ (Otto, 2010, p 26).
According to Otto the English phrase or word that (to a degree) encapsulates the above is
‘religious dread’ or simply ‘awe’ (Otto, 2010, p. 14). This particular take on awe is
somewhat echoed in Hepburn’s work, who suggests that awe is ‘dread mingled with
veneration, reverential wonder’ (Hepburn, 1996, p. 201). To add further texture to the
notion of awe psychologist Robert A. Emmons informs that awe is an experience that may
arise from a variety of objects and events of majestic, vast and powerful quality and can
produce a sense of being overwhelmed (Robert A. Emmons, 2005, p. 240). In this respect
it could be ventured that as a sensation awe is seldom joyous unless the object in
guestion is of a benevolent nature. A sense of joyous awe could spring from the
experience of being saved from a band of thugs by a hero of superior strength, size and
agility. Watching the sun re-emerge from being overshadowed by the moon during a total
solar eclipse may likewise produce awe in conjunction with joy. Despite the existence of a
possible joyous sense of awe it can be argued that the traditional companions of awe are
fear and terror. Observing natural objects like Rakekniven Peak found at the north end of
Trollslottet Mountain, Queen Maud Land, Antarctica may easily inspire awe in
conjunction with fear and terror. One need only imagine what it must be like to attempt
to climb its 640 m almost vertical wall amidst the unforgiving and extremely hostile icy
landscape. Likewise it can be argued that the swift American-led 2003 military invasion of
Iraq produced awe escorted by fear and terror.>!

Awe is sometimes evoked in connection with the divine; however it can also be

found in relation to nature, politics and art as psychologist Dasher Keltner and Jonathan

*' The 2003 invasion of Iraq seemed executed on the basis of a ‘shock and awe strategy’ designed not to
facilitate extermination but crush all hope of resistance. See the introduction of Harlan K. Ullman and James
P. Wade, Jr., Shock and Awe: Achieving Rapid Dominance (Ullman & Wade, 1996).
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Haidt point out and may facilitate personal change or transformation in the form of a
radical alteration of a person’s outlook, attitude, and system of value or way of life
(Keltner, 2003, p. 297). One can imagine that being the sole survivor of a serious accident
like a plain crash or natural catastrophe like a tsunami may produce a sense of awe and
inspire for example a change in attitude in terms of how one lives. The same goes for
people who have survived a heart attack, cancer or some other serious ailment. Life
altering experiences based on awe are as indicated also represented in the field of
religion and a prime example of such is the awesome circumstances that led to the
conversion of the biblical character St. Paul (Keltner, 2003, p. 298). Initially St. Paul also
known as Saul was a persecutor of the early Christians but one day on the road to
Damascus something remarkable happened:
Suddenly there shined around him a light from heaven: And he fell to the earth,
and heard a voice saying unto him Saul, Saul, why persecutest thou me? And he
said. Who art thou Lord? And the Lord said. | am Jesus whom thou persecutest: it
is hard for thee to kick against the pricks. And he trembling and astonished said,
Lord, what wilt thou have me do? And the Lord said unto him, Arise, and go to the
city, and it shall be told thee what thou must do. And the other men which
journeyed with him stood speechless, hearing a voice but seeing no man. And Saul
arose from the earth: and when his eyes opened, he saw no man: but they led him
by the hand, and brought him into Damascus.

(Bible, 1994, Acts 9, 3-8)

It seems apt to describe the experience of St. Paul as one of awe because of the terrifying
majestic display of power God delivers. First God produces a sudden heavenly flash,
which causes Paul to fall to the ground and blinds him. Hereafter God without any
introduction and in a voice without a clear point of origin starts to interrogate St. Paul
asking him why he prosecutes. This is followed by the curious comment: ‘It is hard for you
to kick against the pricks’. Now what the latter means is uncertain but one interpretation
could be that it is equivalent to ‘it is useless to fight against my will’ or ‘it is useless to
fight against the power of God’. In any case this display of awesome power has a huge
effect on Paul who offers his compliance. Subsequently he was ordered to go to
Damascus to await further orders, which he does without questioning. The experience
has a huge impact on St. Paul who as the story goes undergoes a radical transformation
and becomes a devoted and god-fearing Christian.
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In what sense does awe differ from wonder then? Keeping in mind that exceptions
may be found®® one of the major differences it would seem is the notion that while
wonder has a tendency to be accompanied by joy or delight awe has a tendency to be
experienced together with a sense of fear and terror. Paul’s experience is clearly a case of
the latter, making his experience one of awe. One could seek to counter this by pointing
out that the narrative does not say anything about Paul being awestruck but only that he
trembles and experiences astonishment. Furthermore one could venture that what is
meant by ‘astonished’ could be ‘surprise’ or even ‘sudden wonder’ which if true would
casts a different light on Paul’s experience. However since it is conceivable that
astonishment is but a component of both the experience of wonder and awe it can be
ventured that labelling Paul’s experience, as one of astonishment is insufficient and that
there must be more to his experience than ‘astonishment’ can cover. In this light | will
hold that there is good indication that what is afoot in the case of St. Paul is awe. This is
mainly because his experience involves submission to an overwhelming power and is one
totally devoid of delight and joy. God seeks to dominate and succeeds via a display of
power, will and terror in the form of taking away Paul’s ability to see. This leaves him
quite vulnerable and completely in the hands of his comrades and it enables us to
understand what philosopher Martha Nussbaum has in mind when she writes: ‘Wonder
and awe are akin, but distinct: wonder is outward-moving, exuberant, whereas awe is
linked with bending, or making oneself small. In wonder | want to leap and run, in awe to

kneel’ (Nussbaum, 2008, p. 54).

The second state of mind | am going to focus on is horror. Horror sometimes appears in
the literature on wonder indicating that the two are related or similar in composition.
Verhoeven for example writes that ‘wonder can shade from slight, by being way of
surprise, astonishment and amazement right up to way of dismay and horror’
(Verhoeven, 1972, p. 27). Another example is Daston and Park who find that although
wonder has its own history it is nevertheless a history that is closely bound to the history

of horror, which is based primarily on their study of medieval monsters (Park & Daston,

32 Philosopher Jerome Miller points out that ‘wonder includes awe within it, and can even be
indistinguishable from it’ (Miller, 1992, 189). He furthermore states that what may prevent a distinction is if
‘the beings which awaken wonder are experienced as, and identified with, being itself. For if we make that
identification, we will worship what we love as ultimately sacred — until we begin to realise that it is liable
to nothingness’ (Miller, 1992, p. 189). In his later work philosopher Sam Keen also emphasises on the close
connection between wonder and awe. In his understanding we perceive the mystery of existence as ‘at
once awesome-terrifying-majestic-overpowering and fascinating-wonderful-promising-desirable’ (Keen,
2010, p. 87).
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1981, p. 15). Regardless | think there is a qualitative difference between the experience of
wonder and horror and to substantiate this difference | shall lean on the work of
philosopher Jerome Miller who promotes the notion that horror represents the source of
our most radical questions and to entertain a sense of horror signals a departure from the
familiar and ordinary. As an underlying premise horror encompasses the assumption that
the person experiencing it is comfortably situated within a universe of meaning. However
the actual experience of horror springs from the possibility that this given universe of
meaning is under threat of being dismantled (Miller, 1992, p. 130). In this sense horror
comes as a direct result of losing the centre around which a given life revolves and which
makes it a coherent whole (Miller, 1992, p. 126). For most of us losing the centre from
which we gravitate is a rarity, however this does not mean that we are totally bereft of
the experience of horror. We might have experienced what Miller calls ‘intimations’ or
hints of horror, which can take the form of the most insignificant interruptions in a
person’s life (Miller, 1992, p. 125). Miller gives the example of his wife being forty-five

minutes late in coming home one winter evening and continues:

As | stand musing by the window watching the snow wrap everything in an eerie
silence, | find myself suddenly visited by an inexplicable inkling of horror, a hint of
some unspeakable possibility. My wife’s lateness, although it seems to be only an
event in my world awakens in me an intimation of radical disruption of it. By
virtue of her primacy in my life, by virtue of the fact that she is not simply another
person in it but the centre in terms of which it is structured and focused, my wife’s
death would be the end of my world.

(Miller, 1992, p. 125)

It is easy to see why the mere thought of losing someone who is placed at the centre of
one’s world can produce intimations of horror. However such intimations need not only
spring from close relations with family members. One can imagine intimations of horror
emerge from reading literature or embarking on a study that challenge the order of
things as one has come to perceive it or has been taught to perceive it during one’s life.

In what sense is horror then different from wonder? Broadly speaking both horror
and wonder seem to be a threat to the integrity of one’s universe. According to Miller we
are in a state of wonder when confronted with the limitation of our knowledge but at the

same time we are filled with the urge to further our knowledge (Miller, 1992, 130).
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Horror is different in the sense that it is a representation of the structure of our individual
universe of meaning under threat. It is different because we are very much aware of what
structures our universe of meaning. We know what it looks like and so what horrifies us
cannot be truly unknown. If it were wholly unknown how could we even begin to see it as
a possible threat to the structure of our universe of meaning? While wonder tends to lead
us from a condition of ignorance towards knowledge horror has a tendency to lead us
from the familiar world of the known towards an unknown. While wonder tempts a
person to run towards its object horror makes one run away. It can also be argued that
while horror threatens to destroy our universe of meaning wonder seems bent on
expanding it. To exemplify this one could look to the works of 20t century weird fiction
writer H. P. Lovecraft who is perhaps most famous for his horror/science fiction stories
but also wrote stories of wonder similar in style to those of Lord Dunsany®:. Now
Lovecraft’s Celephais illustrates very well how wonder makes us run towards its object

and how in wonder our universe is expanded. Lovecraft writes:

There are not many persons who know what wonders are opened to them in the
stories and visions of their youth; for when as children we listen and dream, we
think but half-formed thoughts, and when as men we try to remember, we are
dulled and prosaic with the poison of life. But some of us awake in the night with
strange phantasms of enchanted hills and gardens, of fountains that sing in the
sun, of golden cliffs overhanging murmuring seas, of plains that stretch down to
sleeping cities of bronze and stone, and of shadowy companies of heroes that ride
caparisoned white horses along the edges of thick forests; and then we know that
we have looked back through the ivory gates into that world of wonder which was
ours before we were wise and unhappy.

(Lovecraft, 2011, p. 149)

Quite different is the theme of Lovecraft’s horror story Dagon (Lovecraft, 2008) where
the protagonist after drifting aimlessly for days on a small lifeboat south of the equator
encounters a huge polyphemus-like creature that ‘should not exist’ on a vast upheaval of
the ocean floor. The story ends with the protagonist committing suicide by throwing

himself from a window onto the street below because the horror he uncovered simply

** Lord Dunsany also known as Edward Moreton Drax Plunkett was the 18" Baron of Dunsany in Ireland and
a fantasy-writer. Among his many publications we find The Book of Wonder and Tales of Wonder (Dunsany,
2004).
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destroyed his world. In other words the memory of the creature he encountered
effectively put an end to his universe of meaning and so he decided to commit suicide to

escape or to permanently ‘run away’ from the horror occupying his mind.

The next altered state similar to wonder | am going to address is the sublime.?* The
sublime has in many ways suffered the same fate as wonder because what is meant by
the sublime in everyday speech is quite distinct from the meaning attached to the
sublime within academia. According to Holmqvist and Pluciennik the sublime in its
ordinary usage frequently addresses what is noble and morally positive (Holmgvist &
Pluciennik, 2002, p. 718) but within academia it remains a disputed technical term that
due to its complicated history and relationship with the Roman oratory of Longinus, 18"
century philosophy and politics, Romantic art, psychoanalysis and the depiction of
postmodern technology is difficult to capture (Woods, 2011, p. 25). Thus the sublime is as
it were a ‘shape-shifter’ but to get some foothold on the subject and a starting point let

us consider a definition offered by literary scholar Philip Shaw that goes as follows:

In broad terms, whenever experiences slip out of conventional understanding,
whenever the power of an object or event is such that words fail and points of
comparison disappear, then we resort to the feelings of the sublime. As such, the
sublime marks the limits of reason and expression together with a sense of what
lie beyond these limits.

(Shaw, 2006, p. 2)

From this vantage point the sublime refers to what we feel when we face for example the
foggy vistas in Romantic painter Casper David Friedrich’s 1818 painting Wanderer above
the Sea of Fog and the state of mind we experience when beholding images of the
collapsing Twin towers in New York following the 2001 terrorist attack. Likewise it
specifies the feeling we experience upon witnessing the scene in Francis Ford Coppola’s
1979 film Apocalypse Now where American helicopters obscured by the rising sun attack
a Vietnamese village to the sound of Richard Wagner’s Ride of the Valkyries. Additionally

the sublime covers what we experience when we behold the ominous stream of code

** |t derives from the Latin sublimis, which is a complex word combining sub meaning ‘up to’ and limen,
which refers to the top piece of a door (Shaw, 2006 p. 1).
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behind every object in the 1999 film The Matrix by the Wachowski-brothers and Olafur
Eliasson’s Installation The Weather Project at Tate Modern in London 2003.

To further our understanding of the sublime let us now focus on three of its major
contributors starting with Longinus. It is widely acknowledged that the first literary work
on the sublime is Peri Hupsous or On Sublimity by Longinus whose identity unfortunately
is a matter of controversy (Longinus, 1995, p. 145). Written around the first century CE
this particular piece of work takes the form of an orator’s guide to how one might
manipulate an audience most effectively. From Longinus’ text we foremost learn about
the effects of the sublime but also that the sublime stands in relation to wonder and

astonishment. Longinus writes:

For grandeur produces ecstasy rather than persuasion in the hearer; and the
combination of wonder and astonishment always proves superior to the merely
persuasive and pleasant. This is because persuasion is on the whole something we
can control, whereas amazement and wonder exert invincible power and force
and get the better of every hearer. Experience in invention and ability to order
and arrange material cannot be detected in single passages; we begin to
appreciate them only when we see whole context. Sublimity, on the other hand,
tears everything up like a whirlwind and exhibits the orator’s whole power at a
single blow.

(Longinus, 1965, p. 2)

If one seeks to dominate an audience one must in Longinus’ view break away from
traditional oratory and make the audience experience a sense of wonder and
astonishment. The rationale behind this is that in comparison, oration based on
controllable persuasion is simply not as effective. To Longinus the effect of the sublime is
like a tsunami or avalanche. It is an uncompromising, forceful natural event that sweeps
everything along with it defying the will of any that might oppose it. Important to
Longinus’ view of the sublime is that wonder and astonishment are subordinate to the
sublime as they both qualify as what tears everything up and get the better of every
hearer. Now it might be true that astonishment contributes to this effect but it is not
necessarily the case that wonder does. Admittedly wonder instigates a certain instability
which in combination with astonishment may leave us overwhelmed or wonderstruck but

the hearer needs not be a passive recipient completely ‘defenceless’ against Longinus’
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whirlwind as we can envision the hearer to be an active listener who can evaluate and
moderate her wonderment.

In 1757 Edmund Burke anonymously published his A Philosophical Enquiry into the
Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, which like Longinus’ work stands as a
landmark when it comes to inquiries into the sublime. For Burke the source of the

sublime is the terrible. He writes:

Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain and danger, that is to
say, whatever is in any sort terrible, or is conversant about terrible objects, or
operates in a manner analogous to terror, is a source of the sublime.
(Burke, 1990, p. 36)
On the outset it appears as if the Burkean sublime is rooted in terrifying natural events
like the 1755 Lisbon earthquake. The rationale behind this is the fact that the earthquake
was caused by something outside human control and brought about pain and danger.
Nevertheless Burke’s contribution to the notion of the sublime comes with a certain
amount of ambiguity and this is due to its focus on cognition and the psychological effect
of terror. Shaw points out that the ambiguity of Burke’s position becomes clear if one
looks to the second half of the quotation above. The word ‘conversant’ indicates a shift
from the sublime being a quality inherent in particular objects towards sublimity being a
mental state (Shaw, 2006, p. 49). This particular development is significant, as Longinus’
natural whirlwind now stands challenged.

Kant’s Critique of Judgement also contains deliberations on the sublime and takes
our understanding of the topic to an entirely new level. Kant refers to the sublime as
what is ‘absolutely large’ or that ‘in comparison with which everything else is small’
(Kant, 1987, §25,). This may not sound revolutionary but important to Kant’s outlook is

that the largeness is something that is formed in our heads so to speak. Kant writes:

For what is sublime, in the proper meaning of the term, cannot be contained
in any sensible form but concerns only ideas of reason, which though they
cannot be exhibited adequately, are aroused and called to mind by this very
inadequacy, which can be exhibited in sensibility.

(Kant, 1987, §23)
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Key to Kant’s understanding of the sublime is that the sublime does not reside within an
object such as a vast ocean heaved up by storms, a blizzard or an icy wasteland but is a
product of the mind that judges the object as sublime and it is in this respect that Kant
places the sublime within our heads.

In addition to the above it is important to point out that Kant distinguishes
between two forms of the sublime: the mathematically and the dynamically sublime
(Kant, 1987, §24). The mathematically sublime throws additional light on the notion of
the sublime as the absolutely large as mentioned above because to judge something as
absolutely large is to address the boundlessness of the object. This is the very core of the
Kantian sublime because unlike the beautiful in nature, which is concerned with the form
or the boundedness of the object the sublime can be found in the formless or that which
is unbound (Kant, 1987, §23). The experience of the sublime in this regard arises not from
the natural object but from contemplation of that object and more so from the failure of
comprehending the particular object in its totality.

Concerning the dynamically sublime Kant writes: ‘When in an aesthetic judgement
we consider nature as a might that has no dominance over us, then it is dynamically
sublime’ (Kant, 1987, §28). To spell out what Kant has in mind consider this example.
When | was a child my family and | would spend every summer in my grandparents’ beach
house, which was located on a small hill on the west coast of Northern Jutland in
Denmark. This meant that from time to time we had to endure powerful seasonal
thunderstorms and from those years | remember in particular one incident where my
mother during an exceptionally violent thunderstorm evacuated my brothers and me to
the car because she judged that the wooden beach house was no longer safe for us to be
in. We knew that the car would provide safety from the lightning due to its rubber tires so
once we were all seated in the car the fear and terror of the storm we all harboured
vanished. My experience here corresponds to Kant’s dynamically sublime because from
our safe haven we could watch the magnificence of the storm knowing full well that
despite the multitude of lightning strikes, the loudness of the thunder and the distinct
smell of ozone in the air we would be safe and live to tell the tale. The storm had in other
words no dominance over us and we were able to aesthetically judge the storm as fearful
without being afraid of it, which according to Kant is an important part of the dynamically
sublime (Kant, 1987, §28).

To finish this brief entry on the Kantian sublime we might say as Shaw has pointed

out that the Kantian sublime is neither entirely materialistic nor wholly idealistic in its
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nature but is born out of a structural necessity or ‘ a supplement not belonging to the
realms of either pure or practical reason, but which yet must be assumed for either to
cohere’ (Shaw, 2006, p. 88). In this sense the sublime comes about when we realise the
transcendental dimensions of experience (Shaw, 2006, p. 88).

In what sense does the sublime differ from wonder then? Fisher believes that ‘in
the sublime, fear and surprise, power and danger occur in a rich blend’ and that the
sublime stands in sharp contrast to wonder in the sense that where the sublime could be
called aestheticisation of fear, wonder is the aesthetisation of delight (Fisher, 2003, p. 2).
| am sympathetic to Fisher’s view because the literature on wonder tends to favour the
connection between wonder and joy or delight. Examples such as Boyle’s glowing meat
examined in the beginning of the chapter point in that direction and so does the various
philosophical writing on wonder (Aristotle, 1995, XXIV 17-18; Evans, 2012, p. 6; R. Fuller,
2006, p. 380; Keen, 1969, p. 29; Matravers, 2012, p. 166). However we have also
acknowledged that wonder can be accompanied by fear as we saw in the example
involving Shakespeare’s Horatio and that wonder can be associated with a wound,
something traumatic or otherwise unpleasant (Chrysakopoulou, 2012, p. 88) (Parsons,
1969, p. 85) (Rubenstein, 2008, p. 9) (Fleischman, 2013, p. 368). Thus, it might be more
accurate to say that wonder is mostly the aestheticisation of delight despite its obvious
vagueness.

The difference between wonder and the sublime may also lie in their respective
relationship with knowledge. Typically a sense of wonder entails awareness of one’s
ignorance (lack of knowledge) and a desire to know about the object or indeed subject at
hand. We find this exemplified in Mann’s character Castorp who does not quite know
what to make of the sight of his cousin’s beating heart, inner scaffolding and the
existential thoughts it gives rise to. We may also reasonably speculate that Shakespeare’s
character Horatio likewise displays awareness of ignorance and a desire for knowledge as
he ventures forth to gather more information about why the dead king has come back.
Likewise it is exemplified in the case of Boyle as he stayed up all night trying to figure out
why the meat was glowing. In light of this we might say that in wonder, the wonderer
(unconsciously perhaps) entertains the hope that further investigation into the object of
wonder will grant greater understanding or knowledge of it, but this kind of hope is not
necessarily present in the sublime.

If we look to the Burkean sublime it comes across as an experience that puts an

end to our quest for knowledge, as we are overwhelmed with terror. The Lisbon
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earthquake, which we may call sublime in a Burkean sense, took the lives of thousands of
God-fearing people and left survivors and intellectuals pondering why God would allow
such an event to happen. Philosopher Daniel Speak writes that the Catholic Church
explained that the earthquake and the subsequent fires and tsunami were God’s way of
punishing the sinful citizens but while the earthquake took place most people were
gathered in their churches and the red light district which one may reasonably expect
would be categorised as a place of sin by the church emerged largely unharmed from the
event (Speak, 2014, p. 94). In a Burkean sense the Lisbon earthquake is sublime first and
foremost because of the terrible destruction it brought upon the citizens of Lisbon but
also because it was a dramatic blow to Christianity. It raised terrifying questions that
needed an answer such as why would God punish good God-fearing people while leaving
the sinful area of the city largely untouched; was God nothing like what he had been
construed to be and did the destruction of Lisbon happen for no particular reason thus
signalling that human beings are situated in a world bereft of a benevolent intervening
divine caretaker?

If we focus on the Kantian mathematically sublime the difference between
wonder and the sublime also becomes visible. While the sublime is concerned with the
absolutely large and boundless, wonder (although it might be associated with the
vastness of space) facilitates a sense of boundness and connectedness without the
wonderer really knowing why. This is exemplified by Keen’s experience as he for weeks
after his experience of wonder found himself haunted by a wondering expectancy
signalling that he is connected to the world anew. Had he not been able to acknowledge
this connection or enlargement of his world it is doubtful that he would have entertained
his ‘post taumatic expectancy’ and might have felt alienated or otherwise disassociated
instead. Continuing with Kant’s mathematically sublime there seems also to be a
difference between wonder and this version of the sublime in terms of the hope of
achieving greater understanding or knowledge of the object facilitating the experience. In
Kant’s mathematically sublime the particular experience arises not from a natural object
such as a blizzard but from the contemplation of that particular object and the failure of
comprehending it in its unbound totality. Because of the unbound nature of a blizzard any
hope of achieving greater understanding or knowledge about it is thwarted because the
blizzard is amorphous and undefined. Thus it might be ventured that the mathematically
sublime unlike wonder is accompanied by a kind of ‘hopelessness’ because obtaining

further knowledge about the unbound object of concern is futile.
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The difference between wonder and the sublime also presents itself if we focus on
Kant’s dynamically sublime. While the dynamically sublime does not hold any dominion
over the self that is acknowledging it, the idea of having a ‘solid self’ is not present in
wonder because wonder gives way to at least a temporary displacement/diminishing of
the self. Thus we might say that in wonder we are not in a ‘safe place’ where the intellect
may appreciate ‘the boundless ocean heaved up’ (Kant, 1987, §28) or a violent
thunderstorm. In wonder we are at least momentarily thrown or unhinged because we
find ourselves connected to a larger world, which we do not fully understand. The case of
de Pasquale supports this because through the realisation of his mortality he also
recognised the connecting and troublesome question of how to live, to which he had no

answer and which perhaps prompted his interest in philosophy.

The third relational word to wonder | shall briefly address is curiosity; however | will also
focus briefly on amazement, admiration and astonishment. Curiosity and wonder are
sometimes used interchangeably. We see this for example with the cabinets of wonder®
from Renaissance Europe, as they are also known as cabinets of curiosity (Onians, 1994,
p. 16) (Daston & Park, 1998, p. 260). However there is no reason to presume that wonder
and curiosity are synonymous. In fact in the High Middle Ages wonder was understood as
something quite distinct from curiosity (Daston & Park, 1998, p. 15). To the medieval
philosopher wonder was awed reverence in conjunction with the uncomfortable
realisation of one’s ignorance. Curiosity on the other hand was viewed as a morally
ambiguous desire closely associated with lust, pride and the craving of knowledge about
the business of one’s neighbours. All in all curiosity was a negatively charged word as it
prompted people to mingle in affairs that were not their concern (Daston & Park, 1998, p.
305). As mediaeval times came to an end a shift took place that changed the face of both
wonder and curiosity. The status of wonder decreased as it became associated with dull

stupor and the vulgar passion of the masses rather than the refined educated feeling of

* Cabinets of wonder, cabinets of curiosity also known as ‘Wunderkammern’ contained according to 16"
century scholar, physician and pioneering connoisseur Samuel Quicchelberg both man-made works of art
(artificialia) and objects from nature (naturalia) (Turpin, 2006, p. 63) (Hajos, 1958, p. 156). Common to
these objects were their ‘wondrous nature’ and cabinets of wonder could include everything from the
horns of supposed unicorns, stuffed crocodiles, ostrich eggs, rare plants, miniatures, bones, feathers,
fossils, anatomical deformities in preserving jars, phosphorescent minerals, and ethnographic objects
(Arellano, 2010, p. 271-272) (Greenblatt, 1990, p. 29). A famous Wunderkammer is Museum Worminanum
belonging to the 16th/17th century Danish physician and antiquary Olaus Wormius or in plain Danish Ole
Worm. Depictions of his cabinet of wonder may be viewed in Lorraine Daston and Katharine Park’s
Wonders and the Order of Nature (Daston & Park, 1998, p. 271) and Casper Henderson’s The Book of Barely
Imagined Beings (C. Henderson, 2012, p. xiv).
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the philosopher. For curiosity the shift meant an increase in status and respectability as it
became associated with natural philosophy (Daston & Park, 1998, p. 305). A major
exponent of this interpretation of curiosity was Thomas Hobbes who viewed desire and

passion as the driving force of human life. Hobbes writes:

Desire to know why, and how, curiosity; such as in no living creature but Man; so
that Man is distinguished, not onely by his Reason; but also by this singular
Passion from other Animals.

(Hobbes, 1992, 1 6)

According to Aristotle what makes us different from other animals is our capacity for
rational thought (Aristotle, 1989, A 980b 25-28). With Hobbes this notion gets
supplemented with curiosity, as rationality cannot alone account for what moves the
mind and body of human beings. One noticeable feature about curiosity is that it is never
guenched. Associated with greed and independent from need and satisfaction curiosity
never rests and constantly yearns for what is novel and new (Daston & Park, 1998, p.
307). According to philosopher Jianhong Chen Hobbes adopted an approach to wonder
similar to that of Aristotle but at the same time he made sure that it was not at odds with
the Christian outlook on wonder emphasising that ‘nothing can be called wonders except
divinely wrought miracles’ (Chen, 2011, p. 130-132). In the eighteenth century wonder
had lost much of its status and affiliation with the academic mindset and curiosity had
become the prime motivator for the scientific endeavour (Daston & Park, 1998, p. 305). In
his 1937-38 lectures at the University of Freiburg Martin Heidegger addresses this
development and argues furthermore that it is a mistake to think that philosophy still
begins in wonder considering that we live in times where wonder is no longer understood

in the same sense as in ancient Greece. As he puts it:

It has long been known that the Greeks recognised [thaumazein] as the
"beginning” of philosophy. But it is just as certain that we have taken this
[thaumazein] to be obvious and ordinary, something that can be accomplished
without difficulty and can even be clarified without further reflection. For most
part, the usual presentations of the origin of philosophy out of [thaumazein] result
in the opinion that philosophy arises from curiosity. This is a weak and pitiful

determination of origin, possibly only where there has never been any reflection
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on what is supposed to be determined here in its origin. Indeed we consider
ourselves relieved of such reflection, precisely because we think that the
derivation of philosophy out of curiosity also determines its essence.

(Heidegger, 1994, §36 [155-56])

Furthermore Heidegger’s analysis of wonder informs us that wonder is quite distinct from
amazement, admiration and astonishment which he groups under the wondrous and the
marvellous which again is linked to the appreciation of the uncommon (Heidegger, 1994,
§37 [156-57]). According to Heidegger to be amazed is to ‘ find oneself in face of the
inexplicable’ (Heidegger, 1994, §37 [162-63]) understood as how when something or
someone amazes us we face an inability to explain the object of amazement. However if
we find out what makes the object amazing the amazement disappears. To explain this
we might turn to philosopher Brad Elliot Stone who gives the example of a magic trick.
Every magic trick is explainable and with training one can learn to imitate it. However
when the magic trick is explained it is no longer amazing (Stone, 2006, p. 209-210). In
addition Heidegger claims that once we get used to the new and amazing we begin to
crave more (Heidegger, 1994, §37 [157-58]). Seeing the same magic trick over and over
becomes at length boring and we begin to seek new vistas in order to feel amazed.

Quinn has pointed out that in the English language the word ‘admiration’ is
sometimes used as a synonym for wonder (Quinn, 2002, p. 4), however to Heidegger
admiration is not the same as wonder. According to Heidegger anyone who let herself be
admired puts herself down or is of a lower rank (Heidegger, 1994, §37). We might admire
the artistry, grace, athleticism and technical skill of Cuban ballet dancer Carlos Acosta;
however the use of admiration is according to Heidegger not to be mistaken for wonder.

Heidegger explains:

Everyone who allows himself to be admired, and precisely if the admiration is
justified, is of a lower rank. For he subordinates himself to the viewpoint and to
the norms of his admirer.

(Heidegger, 1994, §37 [163-64])

If I were to allow myself to be admired by someone | would have to accept this person’s
idea of what is admirable but in doing so | become dependent upon her admiration in

order to be admirable. Furthermore this does not make me a wonder or wonderful but
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merely admirable following the measure of a particular person. In other words the
standard of admiration, which is put to use, is not my own, which means | will be
subordinate to the standard of the admirer and in this sense as Heidegger writes
admiration ‘embodies a kind of self-affirmation’ (Heidegger, 1994, §38 [163-64]).
Furthermore as Stone points out if one was to desire a continuation of being admired it
would demand hard work because there are many admirable people in history and so the
academic would have to be more prolific and the runner able to run longer and faster
than their predecessors. (Stone, 2006, p. 210-211).

To Heidegger being astonished is the same as ‘retreating in face of the awesome,
up to what is called dumfoundedness’ (Heidegger, 1994, §38 [165-66]). It is something we
cannot understand nor will be able to understand because when we are astonished we
allow the unusual to grow ‘precisely as what is extraordinary, into what overgrows all
usual powers and bears in itself a claim to a rank all its own’ (Heidegger, 1994, §38 [165-
66]). This is because in our dull and stupefied state we have lost the ability to take up a
position with regards to the thing that causes us to be astonished®. Heidegger continues
by stating that when we are astonished we are mindful of the fact that we are ‘excluded
from what exists in the awesome’ (Heidegger, 1994, §38 [163-64]). However because
astonishment is in need of the extraordinary Heidegger categorises it differently from
wonder. Astonishment fades away as repetition sets in and the extraordinary becomes
the everyday. Skiing through powdery snow may seem special and extraordinary at first
but if you do it everyday for a whole winter the extraordinary about it diminishes and
becomes an everyday thing bereft of excitement.

In Heidegger’s view amazement, admiration and astonishment are more closely
linked to curiosity than wonder. The reason for this is that like curiosity they are in league
with the extraordinary, the strange and peculiar. Heideggerian wonder is entirely
different because ‘in wonder what is most usual itself becomes the most unusual’
(Heidegger, 1994, §38 [165-66]). In other words in wonder we see the extraordinary in
the ordinary and this kind of wonderment entails a particular kind of understanding
namely that in wonder anything whatsoever becomes the most unusual. Heidegger writes

that this kind of wonder ‘no longer encounters anything that could offer it an escape. It

*® In The Passions of the Soul Descartes formulates a similar idea about astonishment. To Descartes
astonishment is wonder in excess and in his view astonishment ‘can never be otherwise than bad’ because
it leaves us immobile and prevents us from ‘perceiving more of the object than the first face which is
presented (Descartes, 1986, LXXIIl). In other words because of our astonished state we are unable to learn
more about the source of our astonishment.
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no longer knows the way out but knows itself solely as being relegated to the most
unusual of the usual in everything and anything: being as beings’ (Heidegger, 1994, §38
[167-68]). Contrary to curiosity with its focus on the singular extraordinary object, one
can in wonderment ask why is there something rather than nothing. Questions like these
are questions bound to make us wonder and uniquely so because they make us see the
extraordinary in the ordinary.

We are now at the end of what can be seen as a preliminary taxonomy of altered
states of mind similar to wonder. We started by addressing the experience of awe. Awe
differs from wonder in the sense that it is usually accompanied by fear and terror
whereas wonder brings joy and delight. The second altered state we focussed on was
horror. Both horror and wonder can be a threat to one’s universe of meaning but they
differ in one particular way. When we feel horror about something we tend to shun that
thing because it only promises to destroy. This is in stark contrast to wonder because in
wonderment we want to know more about the object that causes it because it promises
to expand our understanding of things. The third altered state | addressed was the
sublime. The difference between wonder and the sublime resides mainly in the company
they keep and in their respective relationship to knowledge and understanding. Like awe
the sublime favours the company of fear and terror; however these are seldom found in
wonderment, which is mostly accompanied by delight. The sublime also differs from
wonder because it is far more dramatic in its effects. Longinus speaks about the sublime
as a whirlwind that tears everything up and exhibits the whole power of the orator in a
single blow. To Burke the sublime is rooted in terrifying objects and to Kant the sublime
can be both fear inducing and at the same time delightful. Furthermore the Kantian view
informs us that the sublime is neither a property of a given object nor a product of our
thinking. It is the feeling that is visited upon us when we realise the transcendental
dimensions of experience. Moving on to curiosity Daston and Park inform us that curiosity
is different from wonder in the sense that as a motivator for inquiry it is never quenched
and in the Heideggerian sense it is therefore more fitting for modern inquiries than
wonder. Amazement differs from wonder in the sense that it relies on the unknown or
uncovered properties of the object. Thus amazement is different from wonderment
because what we find wonder-filled does not necessarily stop being wonder-filled just
because we know how it functions. Admiration is likewise different from wonder because
if we admire someone this person has to continuously increase her efforts for our

admiration to continue. If we were to find a person full of wonder this demand would not
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be there. The last altered state | addressed was astonishment. Astonishment differs from
wonder in the sense it fades over time and that being astonished equals being stupefied.
In astonishment we lose our ability to take up a position with regards to the thing that
causes us to be astonished; however in wonderment this does not happen because
regardless of our wondrous state we are mindful of being excluded from what the
marvellous thing contains. Unlike in astonishment we find in wonder the most usual and
ordinary extraordinary. Bearing the differences between wonder and awe, horror, the
sublime, curiosity, amazement, admiration and astonishment in mind let us now move on

to take a closer look at some of the enemies of wonder.

1.4. Enemies of Wonder

In a recent book philosopher Raymond Tallis laments that despite the many wonders this
world has to offer we are rarely detained by wonder (Tallis, 2012, p. 6). This section aims
at providing some clue as to why this is so. Now the first ‘enemy of wonder’ | shall
address, ‘natural enemies of wonder’ is a category borrowed from Tallis (Tallis, 2012, p. 6)
that refers to the fact that we human beings are embodied and vulnerable creatures. By
evoking the Shakespearian notion that there was never a philosopher who could endure a
toothache patiently®’ Tallis points out that destitution and need, hunger and thirst, illness
and pain, sadness and despair not forgetting bereavement, sense of rejection and the
fear of being the cause of harm to others are all natural enemies of wonder. In addition
what he labels ‘entire conditions of life’ understood as prison camps, war, poverty
including also the human tendency of taking on the responsibility for the welfare of
others are also to be considered natural enemies. Factors such as these simply render it
impossible for most people to entertain a sense of wonder because doing otherwise
would result in the neglect of an immediate and pressing unforgiving reality (Tallis, 2012,
p. 6-7).

Tallis also talks about something entirely different from natural enemies of
wonder, which he calls ‘elective enemies of wonder.’ The elective enemies of wonder are
attached to our modern way of life including its habit of rush and busyness. A modern
lifestyle includes the idea of free time. | say idea because it is far from certain that the

idea of free time finds its practical correspondence. According to Tallis it is a symptom of

* The line ‘For there was never yet philosopher that could endure the toothache patiently’ can be found in
Shakespeare’s Much Ado about Nothing (Shakespeare, 1996, V.i. 35).
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modern living that we replicate the business of working life in our free time. In other
words we fill up our free time with demanding projects that not only demand the
excellence of particular skills but also keen attention and time. Tallis” point is that even
though we have free time which in principle could be used to wonder we often opt for
letting our business colonise our free time leaving no room at all for wonder (Tallis, 2012,
p. 8). Furthermore the fact that we are social creatures poses a great problem for the
occurrences of wonderment. Because wondering is essentially a lonely business,
whenever someone is wondering she is viewed as asocial or not committed to
corporation and serious engagement with a given project or situation. Imagine sitting in a
pub with a friend you have not seen for a while. Imagine further that the person you are
meeting with now and then disappears into a state of wonder and that she does not
enlighten you as to what makes her wonder. Classifying the meeting as outright
successful would probably be an overstatement and most people would be inclined to
think of the meeting as irritating and not worth repeating. Wonder signals a momentary
departure from the life we share with other people and ‘is more often part of our
solitude’ (Tallis, 2012, p. 9).

| am sympathetic to Tallis’ account of both natural and elective enemies of
wonder; however with regards to the latter it can be argued that wonderment to a
certain degree can be a mutual experience, which to an extent would both counter the
notion that wonderment is a solitary experience and that our urge to socialise makes us
less likely to experience wonder. Now Tallis does not deny the existence of shared
experiences of wonder and points out that we may want to communicate our wonder for
the purpose of validation (Tallis, 2012, p. 9). In addition it seems plausible that two
people may be inspired by the same source of wonder and experience wonder at the
same time. Some years ago my wife and | climbed Mt. Fuji in Japan. As we watched the
sunrise together from the summit we both noted that time somehow seemed different.
We both became aware of an intense yet calm focus on the rising sun together with
openness towards the world and a readiness for change. We both noted in silence the
array of colours filling the sky, and with it came a feeling of delight and joy together with
certain bafflement about what the world is. Now | am not claiming that our experiences
of wonder were identical but during the conversations we had afterwards the above
mentioned seemingly shared experiences came up. It can be argued that we are merely
constructing them as we engage in conversation and at the bottom line they are nothing

but social constructs or products of convention. However | find it important to mark that
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before we entered a discussion we sat with an individual experience, which found
resonance in the other during our conversation. This perhaps indicates that the sunrise
on Mt Fuji was of a particular kind and given that our respective experiences seem to
overlap with regards to some basic elements of wonder such as displacement, openness
and joy | think this sufficiently proves that it is at least not unthinkable that an experience
of wonder can be shared. Based on this | claim that wonderment needs not be an
exclusively lonely business and that through shared experiences of wonder (which still
needs to be experienced individually) one may weaken the impact of elective enemies of
wonder.

‘Well-tempered curiosity’ can also be seen as an enemy of wonder. This is a notion

favoured indirectly by the scientifically minded Adam Smith who claims that wonder is
merely anxious curiosity from which we seek to rid ourselves by extending our knowledge
(A. Smith, 1980b, 11,5). In this sense wonder is not an experience to be savoured or
treasured but an experience we should root out by engaging in scientific inquiry. Once
knowledge of the object of wonder is obtained the anxiety of not knowing will disappear
and all will be well. However if we in all matters were to be guided by a sense of
tempered curiosity it would demand absolute faith in the scientific method understood as
the idea that natural science given time would be able to explain every phenomenon that
currently might give rise to a sense of wonder. There are nonetheless questions about our
being and the very existence of the universe that seem to defy such an attitude and
Heidegger’s notion that it is a wonder that there exists something rather than nothing
confers support on this.
Continuing with the thinking of Heidegger ‘evolutionary social progress’ might also be an
enemy of wonder. This was Heidegger’s point in his 1937-38 lectures at the University of
Freiburg in which he claims that wonder is no longer a viable starting point for
philosophy. Heidegger explains that we have moved on since philosophy was conducted
in ancient Greece and we have now committed ourselves to curiosity to the extent of
being obsessed.

| would like to finish this section by addressing what may be labelled as ‘the urge
for contentment and stability’ as an enemy of wonder. Whenever we encounter
something we do not understand or have insufficient information about we can try to do
away with the uncomfortable sensation by obtaining knowledge or understanding about
the unknown. This would re-label the unknown to known or at least frame the unknown

in such a way that it no longer interferes in an uncomfortable way. Alternatively a far
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more irrational and psychologically loaded reaction may take place where we shun or
refuse to have anything to do with what makes us wonder because it makes us
uncomfortable. In such circumstances one might seek to deem wonder irrelevant,
unimportant, uninteresting or otherwise downgrade in order to justify the neglect of it.
This is a notion explored by philosopher Trevor Norris who is engaged in education.
According to Norris wonder can be a source of transformation and education (Norris,
2001, p. 223). However as a teacher he has experienced what he calls students’ ‘refusal to
wonder’ and in the article entitled ‘The Refusal to Wonder’ he alerts us to a most brilliant

example of that very phenomenon. Norris writes:

In a lesson on consumerism in a Business Ethics course | recently taught, we
researched the third world labour practices of the students’ favourite shoemaker.
At one point many students were fuming and attacked me with ‘what’s wrong
with my Nikes?’ Others in the class suggested that people like working in
sweatshops. This encounter with the new and difficult knowledge did not provoke
wonder, but aggressive and often personal attacks, creating a palpable classroom
tension. We will do well to remember the fate of Socrates at the hands of the
Athenian demos. At times | feel lucky to have escaped the classroom unscratched.

(Norris, 2001, p. 222-223)

In Plato’s Theaetetus the namesake of the dialogue declares himself lost in wonder as
Socrates’ ‘torpedo fish’ strikes him. Violence and aggression is very much missing from
the scene. However according to Norris because human beings are political creatures
situations may arise where too much personal investment is at play for a person to
become wonderstruck. In such a case a person may display a refusal to wonder and turn
aggressive (Norris, 2001, p. 222-223). In the example above we find the students in a
defiant and aggressive position submitting Norris to personal attacks. Norris clarifies that
the students do not feel the need for change despite their ability to see that their support
of Nike is generating sweatshops in third world countries (Norris, 2001, p. 223).
Furthermore he claims that what we have here is a perfect case of what is called ‘Calvin’s
refusal’ which is a term coined by philosopher Megan Boler after Watterson’s cartoon
character Calvin who returns a library book loaned by his mother with the comment ‘It
complicates my life. Don’t get me any more’ (Megan, 1997). In the light of the example |

think it is safe to say that due to the destabilising impact of wonder it is plausible that
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some politically engaged people of whom it can be said they live to defend particular
interests could display a downright refusal to wonder. Furthermore we might say that it is
important to acknowledge that a sudden expansion of one’s perspective following an
experience of wonder can as chemist and philosopher Catherine Hurt Middlecamp argues
induce pain (Middlecamp, 2009, p. 134) which most people would seek a quick escape
from. Middelcamp illustrates her point by referring to an old Sufi tale, which goes like
this:
”"0Old woman, how much for that rug in the stall?” the man in horseback called.
“One hundred rupee, sir” the old woman answered. “It is a fine rug and | will not
sell it for a single rupee less.” “One hundred rupee, woman?” the man said. “Why
on all my travels | have never seen a rug so fine. Why in the name of Allah are you
asking only one hundred rupee?” And the old woman paused in wonder and in
pain and said: “because, sir, until now | never knew that there were any numbers

above one hundred.”

(Middlecamp, 2009, p. 134)

The tale clearly depicts that learning something new can be wonder-filled and
exhilarating but also painful and we can imagine that for some people the painful part is
so overwhelming that they will turn aggressive just like Norris’s students to get rid of the
pain as quickly as possible. Alternatively it can also be argued that what we are dealing
with here is largely a matter of psychology and ultimately it boils down to an urge for
contentment and stability that override perfectly logical and empirically sound arguments
that otherwise would make a strong case for personal change, transformation and

behavioural modification.

1.5. Towards a Preliminary Understanding of Wonder

In the final section of this chapter | will add to our preliminary understanding of wonder
by considering the outlooks on wonder by a selection of contemporary writers on
wonderment.

Let me open by again bringing the philosopher Raymond Tallis to attention. Tallis
argues that wonder should be the proper state of humankind (Tallis, 2012, p. 22). Now
the reason for this is that there are a number of things about our existence and the world

we live in that are simply wonder-filled. One may start by pointing out that the fact that
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human beings exist is quite a wonder. That we are fleshly creatures endowed with
conscious thought which can be used to ponder our existence, formulate ideas and
contemplate whether a balanced sense of wonder is a major contributor to our
flourishing is a feature of our existence that speaks towards the idea. However when it
comes to how wonder is to be conceptualised and how and in what situations we should
use the word ‘wonder’ there is a fine line to tread. A notion of wonder that encompasses
merely childish wonderment easily collapses into sentimentalism and is undesirable in the
sense (I would imagine) that it will not achieve much support from scientists and other
‘unweavers of the rainbow.” Likewise a notion of wonder synonymous with curiosity
would prove unsatisfactory for the artist, poet and the philosopher. Just because we can
explain the appearance of the rainbow scientifically does not take away the impact a
rainbow has on the aesthetically, poetically and philosophically inclined. A rainbow in the
sky can render us wonderstruck and indeed make hearts leap up to put it poetically. In
this light it would seem that a preliminary understanding of wonder would have to take
into account the achievements of both science and the arts. From the literature that has
come to my attention Robert C. Fuller’'s understanding of wonder might suit these
‘demands.” In Fuller’'s view ‘wonder excites our ontological imaginings in ways that
enhance our capacity to seek deeper patterns in the universe’ (R. C. Fuller, 2006, p. 2).
Furthermore he thinks that experiences of wonder can dramatically change perception
and are morally helpful in the sense that they provide us with a second chance to choose
what kind of people we want to be and can inspire us to become true individuals, and
true cosmopolitans (R. C. Fuller, 2006, p. 158). In this sense Fuller’s take on wonder is
both descriptive and normative and with regards to the latter one may say that although
Fuller claims that he does not have ethical or theological aspirations concerning his take
on wonder (R. C. Fuller, 2006, p. 2) one can venture that his approach is not far removed
from the ethical. In fact it seems quite in tune with the writings of ethicist and

philosopher Philo H. Hove who writes:

Wonder lies at the heart of what it is to be human: it places us directly and
transparently in the face of the world in which we live with others. Wonder
reveals things in a new light and tends to promote mindful and gentle regard for
their inherent worth [...] Wonder is associated with a wide range of experiences

and it is possible that it may arise in regard to anything; but a deep level of
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wonder seems to reveal, or put into question, certain fundamental features of
human experiences; among other things, wonder can expose our vulnerability.

(Hove, 1996, p. 437)

That we through wonderment may give ourselves a second chance to be who we want to
be, to become true individuals, true cosmopolitans and to face the world in which we live
with others, directly and transparently promoting mindful and gentle regard for the
inherent worth of others, are statements not far removed from one another and hints to
us that wonder may indeed be a source of ethical transformation.

According to Fuller wonder is an emotion that has the power to transform and not only
makes us sensible to an unseen order of life but also develops in us an enduring
reverence for it (R. C. Fuller, 2006, p. 158). Like Tallis, Fuller is for a life in wonderment
although he acknowledges that it is possible to live a life without a sense of wonder.
Fuller also points out that ‘a life shaped by wonder is attuned to the widest possible
world of personal fulfilment’ (R. Fuller, 2006, p. 158) and here he opens up to the notion
that wonder may have a significant impact on our lives as flourishing human beings. Hove
seems to suggest something along the same lines as he emphasises the possibility of
entertaining a deep sense of wonder that may reveal fundamental features of our human
life such as our vulnerability.

Seneca points out that it is by the toils of others that we are being let into the
presence of things and here at the end of the introduction we have reached a plateau
where we have some overview of wonder and may to some extent appreciate why it is an
alluring phenomenon and subject. Iris the rainbow and daughter of Thaumas (wonder)
displays seven colours and by opening the chapter with seven colourful examples
gathered from real life experiences and fiction we have honoured her by suggesting that
the experience of wonder contains seven constituents. The experience of wonder is 1)
sudden, extraordinary and personal. It 2) intensifies the cognitive focus and 3) the use of
the imagination. It 4) instigates awareness of ignorance or lack of knowledge and causes
5) temporary displacement or diminishing of self. Additionally it 6) connects us to a larger
world and 7) brings about emotional upheaval which is mostly joyful. A brief survey of the
etymological meaning of wonder clarified the root of the word ‘wonder’ and how wonder
can be seen as a noun, verb, adjective and an adverb. Engaging with the history of
wonder made it clear that our conception of the subject changes over time. This was
followed by a preliminary taxonomy of altered states similar to wonder where an attempt
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was made to distinguish wonder from awe, horror, the sublime, curiosity, astonishment,
admiration and amazement. Furthermore we considered some possible enemies of
wonder in order to find out why we sometimes forget or opt not to wonder. Through
these investigations the connection between wonder, emotion and imagination has again
emerged and this connection is reinforced in the philosophy of wonder advocated by
contemporary philosophers Robert C. Fuller and Philo Hove. However their
complementary accounts leave certain questions unanswered including whether it is
possible to view wonder exclusively as an emotion and what is the exact role of
imagination in wonder? Furthermore, what are we to make of the notion of deep wonder
that Hove speaks of and in what sense wonder contributes to fulfiiment or human
flourishing? | seek to answer these questions in the chapters to come alongside my
efforts to continue to explore the components and effects of wonder and mount
evidence in favour of my thesis stating that cultivating a balanced sense of wonder is a

strong contributor to human flourishing.
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2. Wonder and Emotion

[Socrates] You follow me, | take it, Theaetetus, for | think you are not new at such
things.

[Theaetetus] By the gods, Socrates, | am lost in wonder when | think of all these
things, and sometimes when | regard them it really makes my head swim.
[Socrates] Theodorus seems to be a pretty good guesser about your nature. For
this feeling of wonder shows that you are a philosopher, since wonder is only the
beginning of philosophy, and he who said that Iris was the child of Thaumas made
a good genealogy.

(Plato, 1989, 155 C-D)

The purpose of this chapter is to investigate in what respect we may label wonder as an
emotion and if it is possible to label it exclusively so. The investigation falls into the
following three parts: First | shall elaborate on the rationale for addressing wonder as an
emotion by examining a selection of examples emphasising the emotional side of wonder.
| then turn to look at a variety of entries in the literature on wonder depicting wonder as
an emotion.

Secondly | shall address the nature of emotions and explore the conflicting ideas
about what makes up emotions. Subsequently | shall commit to what philosopher Aaron
Ben-Ze’ev calls the cognitive approach to emotions and later explore an idea put forward
by philosopher Adam Morton depicting wonder as an epistemic emotion. The section
closes with applying Ben-Ze’ev’s cognitive approach and Adam Morton’s notion of
wonder as an epistemic emotion to some of the examples depicting wonder as an
emotion provided in the first section in order to show in what respect the examples
reflect wonder as an emotion.

Thirdly | shall explore what we may call other faces of wonder and argue that as
much as it can be said that wonder qualifies as an emotion and indeed an epistemic
emotion wonder does not qualify exclusively as such because wonder may also be looked

upon as a mood, a value and an attitude.
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2.1 Grounds for Investigating Wonder as an Emotion

The idea that wonder is an emotion seems reasonable when we look to the examples of
wonder mentioned in the opening section of chapter 1. Recall from Shakespeare’s Hamlet
that Horatio upon seeing the ghost for the first time remarks that ‘it harrows him with
fear and wonder’ (Shakespeare, 1992, 1. i. 40-50). This particular utterance can be seen as
a report on Horatio’s emotional life indicating that he is experiencing two or a mixture of
two different emotions namely fear and wonder.

Likewise Keen’s recollection of being given a knife by a mysterious stranger in
Maryville, Tennessee evokes the idea of wonder being an emotion. It is entirely
reasonable to think that the pervasive sense of gratitude and wondering expectancy he
experienced in the weeks following the event was prompted by an initial emotion of
wonder produced by the extraordinary handover of the knife. When we read his
description one certainly gets the sense that there is a particular emotional quality to his
experience, which should not be underestimated.

The wonder Boyle experienced upon witnessing the luminous meat brought to
him from the larder by his servant again qualifies as an emotion. What points to this
notion is that as we may recall from the introduction wonder in general is joyful and to
think of joy as an emotion seems reasonable. In further support of Boyle’s wonder being
an emotional response stands the fact that he finds within him an urge to share his
experience, which leaves one with the impression that he is being moved by something
from within. One might of course object to this notion and with reference to Tallis
(mentioned in section 1.4 of chapter 1) argue that what Boyle is doing is merely seeking
to validate his experience of wonder and thus what is at play here is perhaps not so much
an emotional response but in fact Boyle’s rationality. Given Boyle’s scientific profile this
counts as highly probable, but to push back one could say that the argument is weakened
by the fact that at least one of his servants had already experienced the same luminous
quality of the meat and that should provide all the validation Boyle requires. In this light it
seems odd to suggest that Boyle’s urge to share his experience rests merely on a wish to
validate his experience. One could argue that Boyle might not have thought very highly of
his servants and therefore it did not cross his mind to ask any of them to validate what he
saw which is why he penned his urge to share his experience with someone he deemed
worthy. This is indeed a possibility but also difficult to verify and thus it is far more

plausible to say that the joyful wonder Boyle experienced in connection with his discovery
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was what made him want to share it. We are attracted to wonder because it brings joy. It
makes our hearts leap up (W. Wordsworth, 1850, p. 33) and because of this feature
displays of wonder such as 18" century Prussian showman Gustave Katterfelto’s®®
Wonder of Wonders Show™® which took place at Spring Gardens in London in 1780 (Nadis,
2005, p. 3) were popular. The same feature is behind the popularity of modern IMAX
films depicting for example the wonders of climbing Mount Everest or what it is like to
live on the International Space Station (Crosby, 2007, p. 1-2). The popularity of such

attractions is correlated with our attraction to wonder which besides being enjoyable in

some cases also compels us to share the wonder we are experiencing.

To add to our collection of examples depicting wonder as an emotion | shall now turn to
the wonder-provoking activity of stargazing or to be precise meteor spotting which we
have touched on earlier in connection with Rogers’ experience of wonder brought forth
by the 1833 Leonid meteor shower. The following three reports sparked by the Leonid
meteor shower visible in certain parts of America in 1966 will help mount further support
in favour of the idea that wonder is an emotion.

The first report comes from Dr. Gerald Kuiper who observed the meteor shower
together with a number of his students on the 17" of November 1966. The next day Dr.

Kuiper put the following entry in The New York Times:

The students... noted the time, brightness and trajectory of each meteor. As hours
passed it was dull work. At most only about two a minute were seen. Then about
5 A.M...., the rate suddenly began to increase. Within a few minutes the meteors

were raining down so fast that further recording was hopeless. The students

% According to literary scholar Fred Nadis, Katterfelto was one of the first wonder showmen to operate in
London during the 18th century; however some of the greatest wonder shows took place in 19" century
America. Wonder showmen ‘worked at the boundary of science and magic, relying on wonder to help their
audiences suspend disbelief. To prop up their version of the fantastic, they continually cast scientific and
technological breakthroughs in magical terms and remnants of a magical worldview in scientific terms’
(Nadis, 2005, p. 14). Among the more notable wonder showmen in America are Nicola Tesla who marvelled
people by ‘subjecting himself to a million volts of alternating current and then bursting into flames on
stage’ (Nadis, 2005, p.70) and Harry Houdini also known as the Handcuff King who amazed the crowds with
his stage magic acts involving him escaping from leg irons and handcuffs (Nadis, 2005, p. 123).
% Katterfelto’s show was essentially a performance that mixed magic and science and addressed topics
such as ‘the powers of the four elements’ or the mechanism behind ‘thunder, lightning, earthquakes and
different winds’ (Nadis, 2005, p. 3). In addition Katterfelto’s shows would include everything from the
exhibition of a solar microscope ‘that projected enlarged images of the “insects” he insisted caused the
influenza then devastating Londoners [to the sudden appearance of black cats called the Doctor’s Devils
that at different moments] would lose and gain tails and emit electrical sparks’ (Nadis, 2005, p. 3).
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simply stood and gazed in wonder. They estimated that, during the 15-minute
peak of the shower, the “stars” were falling at the rate of 40 a second.

(Parsons, 1969, p. 88)

In his report to Leonid MAC* on the 19" of November 2002 Robert Gleaves recalls his

experience of the 1966 meteor shower and gives this description:

| was sound asleep when | was awakened by someone shaking me and telling me
to get up quick. It was my mother and she seemed to be very excited about
something, not telling me at that moment what it was, only asking me to hurry up
and come outside with her. | had no idea that what | was about to see would burn
a picture in my mind that would be with me to this day. There in the sky was the
most incredible vision | have ever witnessed. It was as if every star was falling
from this north Texas sky, arcing the earth's dome of atmosphere in every
direction. | watched with my mouth wide open for 30 to 45 minutes and the show
never seemed to slow up! It almost brings tears to my eyes when | stop and really
think of how incredible that morning really was, but the thing that really made it
special for me was the date---- Nov.17th, 1966............ my 17th birthday. What a
wonderful gift.

(Gleaves, 2002)

Pam Glemmer also witnessed the event in 1966 and her Leonid MAC report filed on 18"

of November 1998 reads:

It wasn't a dark and stormy night. | was 14, and living in a small house in Shawnee
Mission, Kansas. That's eastern Kansas. | got up in the middle of the night to
make my scheduled trip to the bathroom and as | glanced out the bathroom
window, streaks of light from the moonless dark sky caught my eye. | moved to
the south facing bathroom window, and what | saw as | approached that window

is indelibly etched in my memory, even though it has been some 30 odd years.

40 Leonid MAC is short for Leonid Multi-Instrument Aircraft Campaign and is led by the SETI Institute,
Aerospace Corporation, and NASA Ames Research Center. One of the activities of Leonid MAC involves
collecting witness reports on the 1966 Leonid meteor shower. More information can be found at
http://leonid.arc.nasa.gov/index.html
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Odd indeed. I'm sure my mouth gaped open in wonder as | watched the navy sky
rain stars. It truly was a constant shower of stars. At first, | was frightened. |
didn't understand what was happening. Then, the beauty of it took over. | must
have stood there 30 minutes or more waiting for the rain to stop. It never did. |
finally went back to bed feeling as if | had witnessed something that no other
person on the planet had seen.....or would ever see again. | live in Colorado
now...and won't be able to see the shower this time. | saw it once though a long
time ago....and | won't ever forget. It was SPECTACULAR!

(Glemmer, 1998)*

All of the above descriptions seem to suggest that the implicated “stargazers”
experienced a peculiar arresting emotion during the meteor shower. Furthermore all
three descriptions connect the experience to wonder. Kuiper observes that his students
simply stood and gazed in wonder. Gleaves calls the meteor shower a wonderful birthday
gift and Glemmer is sure that her mouth ‘gaped open’*? in wonder when she watched the

sky rain stars.

Further support for depicting wonder as an emotion can be found in the literature on
wonder. Towards the end of the introductory chapter | highlighted the work of
contemporary wonder-theorist Robert C. Fuller who thinks of wonder as an emotion that
may give rise to personal transformation and makes us sensible to what he refers to as an
unseen order of life and facilitates in us a lasting reverence for it (R. C. Fuller, 2006, p.

158). Fuller’s contribution to the understanding of wonder comes across as praiseworthy

 The opening line ‘It wasn’t a dark and stormy night’ seems somewhat odd but it may not necessarily be
without a deeper meaning. This becomes clear upon realising it could be a twist on the famous atmospheric
phrase ‘It was a dark and stormy night’ featuring in the opening sequence of English novelist Edward
Bulwer-Lytton’s 1830 suspense novel Paul Glifford (Lytton, 2010, p. 13). Stipulating that it was not a dark
and stormy night could be Glemmer’s way of telegraphing that she was not ‘emotionally charged’ prior to
her extraordinary experience, which adds credibility to her report. Speculating along the same lines her
particular formulation could alternatively be an attempt to flag that her report is concerned with an
experience of a particular kind of wonder i.e. natural wonder, because the phrase ‘It wasn't a dark and
stormy night’ could be a tribute to Rachel Carson (an important exponent of the wonder of nature) who
opens her famous The Sense of Wonder with ‘one stormy autumn night when my nephew Roger was about
twenty months old | wrapped him in a blanket and carried him down to the beach in the rainy darkness’
(Carson, 1984, p. 8). If indeed this is the case the formulation adds credibility to her report because to
evoke the notion of natural wonder in relation to something as extraordinary as the 1966 meteor shower
seems perfectly appropriate.
* This particular expression finds support. Recall that my daughter’s mouth gaped when she encountered
the duckrabbit for the first time and that it is possible to view le Brun’s depiction of astonishment in
combination with admiration and Darwin’s description of surprise and astonishment as the expression of
wonder (Onians, 1994, p. 17) (A. S. Harris, 2004, p. 307) (Daston & Park, 1998, p. 319) (Darwin, 1999, XII).
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because it synthesises and widens our understanding of the phenomenon of wonder
through an evolutionary-adaptive perspective® yet at the same time it paves the way for
thinking of the emotion of wonder as ‘one principal source of adult spirituality’ (R. Fuller,
2006, p. 365) and as Fuller writes the idea that ‘a life shaped by wonder evidences the
very existential and cognitive sensibilities that would seem indispensable to humanity’s
search for religious meaning’ (R. Fuller, 2006, p. 384).

The idea that wonder is an emotion is not unique to Fuller. In fact the first
significant hint of wonder being an emotion comes from Plato who views wonder as the
feeling experienced by the philosopher (Plato, 1989, 155d). Later on in the history of
wonder we saw that Descartes found wonder to be the first of all the passions (Descartes,
1986, Llll) and Adam Smith called wonder a sentiment. Now many other wonder-theorists
besides Fuller, Plato, Descartes and Smith support the idea of wonder being an emotion
and to establish a clearer view of just how popular this idea is among different academics
hailing from a variety of disciplines we might begin by turning our attention to literary
scholar James Vincent Cunningham. In his Woe and Wonder: The Emotional Effect of

Shakespearian Tragedy he argues that:

[Wonder is] an emotion less discussed in connection with tragedy than either fear
or sorrow and one that the literary person today does not easily think of as an
emotion, but it is a commonplace in the Renaissance especially in connection with
the deaths of notable persons and with the effects of drama and fiction.

(Cunningham, 1964, p. 20-21)

Cunningham clearly states that wonder is an emotion, yet an emotion that is rarely
discussed in comparison to the emotion of fear and sorrow when it comes to tragedy, and
particularly so in 1964 compared to the renaissance period.

Contemporary philosopher Jesse Prinz also thinks of wonder as an emotion and
argues that it is perhaps our most important emotion because it has inspired humanity’s
greatest achievements in science, art and religion (Prinz, 2013). According to Prinz we
wonder at scientific discoveries because they take us beyond the world of appearances

and ‘with it we discover endless depths, more astounding that we could have imagined’

** What this means is that emotions are thought to have functions i.e. they facilitate adaptation and
contribute ultimately to our survival (R. Fuller, 2006, p. 365). According to Fuller the function of wonder as
an emotion in an evolutionary aspect is that it leads to ‘sustained attention to one’s surroundings’ (R. C.
Fuller, 2006, p. 11).
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(Prinz, 2013). We wonder or stand in awe (which according to Prinz is an intense form of
wonder) at places of worship such as temples and cathedrals, as they have a way of
making us feel small yet elevated (Prinz, 2013). We wonder at art because art often
depicts religious outlooks and so it is that we can wonder at everything from the
limestone idol Venus of Willendorf to the depiction of animals in the Chauvet cave in
France thought to have been utilised in shamanistic rites (Prinz, 2013).

Quinn acknowledges that ‘wonder is a human emotion and not an idea or
concept’ (Quinn, 2002, xii) but it is ‘the passion that arises from consciousness of
ignorance’ (Quinn, 2002, p. 11). Additionally Quinn points out that wonder is a species of
fear or the most rational form of fear that is, the fear of ignorance (Quinn, 2002, p. 17-
18).

Philosopher Sophia Vasalou also supports the idea of wonder as an emotion and in

her introduction to the anthology Practices of Wonder she writes that:

The appearance of wonder at so many important locations in our practices serves,
on the one hand, as a testimony to the inherent complexity of this emotion. For if,
in many of our philosophical, scientific and other intellectual inquiries, wonder has
often been cast as the passion of inquiry and connected with the desire to know
and understand, its presence in other practices as in spiritual or aesthetic
contexts—if indeed we may draw these boundaries with sufficient distinctness—
brings to the fore its character, not merely as questing or inquisitive, but more
importantly, as an appreciative response.

(Vasalou, 2012, p. 2)

Vasalou clearly points out that wonder is an emotion connected with inquiry and the
quest for understanding but to her it may also pass as an appreciative response to
something. Recall that when Boyle experienced the luminous meat his wonder facilitated
an all night inquiry into the nature of the strange phenomenon; however we can also say
that Boyle’s wonder was an appreciative response i.e., he understood full well that before
him was something extraordinary and mysterious.

Philosopher Marguerite La Caze is another patron of the idea that wonder
gualifies as an emotion and she argues in her Wonder and Generosity that wonder and
indeed generosity plays important roles in both ethics and politics and that wonder is a

passion that enables a particular response to others that ‘accepts their differences’ (La
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Caze, 2013, p. 1). Furthermore she puts forward that wonder ‘involves recognising others
as different from ourselves in that it is a response to what is unfamiliar and a way of
finding the unfamiliar in the familiar (La Caze, 2013, p. 1).

That wonder can be classified as an emotion is likewise advocated by philosopher
Martha Nussbaum and in her opus on emotions Upheavals of Thought she writes that

wonder is the emotion that responds:

To the pull of the object, and one might say that in it the subject is maximally
aware of the value of the object, and only minimally aware, if at all, of its
relationship to her own plans. That is why it is likely to issue in contemplation,
rather than in any other sort of action toward the object.

(Nussbaum, 2008, p. 54)

Additionally she writes that wonder is the emotion that makes it possible for human
beings to transcend selfishness and respond to and recognise the inherent worth of
others because as she writes it ‘helps move distant objects within the circle of a person’s
scheme of ends’ (Nussbaum, 2008, p. 55). In this sense wonder is an inclusive emotion
that as Fuller would argue encourages ‘empathy and compassion [and] redraws our world
of concern, establishing true mutuality with a wider sphere of life’ (R. Fuller, 2006, p.
384). The idea that wonder can be complex which we saw in connection with Quinn’s
view of wonder as a species of fear can also be found in the of philosophy of Nussbaum

who stipulates that:

Wonder is sometimes an important ingredient in other emotions. In grief there is,
| think, often a kind of wonder — in which one sees the beauty of the lost person as
a kind of radiance standing at a very great distance from us.

(Nussbaum, 2008, p. 54)

This speaks of the complexity of wonder and that as much as wonder may be a species of
fear it can also be a part of grief.

That wonder is an emotion likewise comes natural to theologian Celia Deane-
Drummond who in her book Wonder and Wisdom explores what wonder understood as
the destabilising yet ‘innocent feeling of amazement so common in little children’ (Deane-

Drummond, 2006, p. 1) has to do with wisdom, which to her aims at presenting ‘a picture
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of the whole that enlightens rather than fragments knowledge from disparate sources’
(Deane-Drummond, 2006, p. 152).

Additionally wonder understood as an emotion to an extent finds support in the
work of psychiatrist Pauls R. Fleischman who in his book Wonder argues that wonder
might qualify as an emotion but that wonder can also be thought of as a thought-pattern
or the absence of such (Fleischman, 2013, p. 109). Additionally Fleischman writes that
when we wonder ‘something about the world itself awakens in us’ and in this sense
‘wonder is a type of complex awareness which participates in complex knowing and
feeling’ (Fleischman, 2013, p. 14). To begin appreciating the emotional aspect of wonder
Fleischman suggests that we begin pondering what life is because as he writes ‘if you put
an effort into understanding what life is you will feel wonder’ (Fleischman, 2013, p. 150).
Thinking about what life is can indeed provoke wonder because what constitutes life is an
elusive matter understood as it is not merely something we do not completely
understand but also a matter we perhaps do not even understand how to approach once

we begin to think about it.

So far we have paid attention to a variety of examples supporting the notion that wonder
is an emotion and we have addressed some of the wonder-theorists in favour of the idea.
Of all the theorists Fleishman deserves special attention because as much as he is an
exponent of the idea that wonder qualifies as an emotion he also serves as a reminder
that it is far from certain that wonder can be pigeonholed exclusively as an emotion. To
continue to explore in what capacity we may call wonder an emotion it will be prudent to

address what actually makes up an emotion and this | shall turn to now.

2.2 What is an Emotion?

To say something about the word emotion, what it refers to and when it entered into our
vocabulary we might begin by bringing Quinn back into the spotlight. Quinn points out
that the word emotion comes from the Latin ‘emovere’ meaning ‘to move out’ and that it
entered into the English vocabulary at some point in the 18" century (Quinn, 2002, p. 11).
As a word it has to an extent replaced older expressions such as the Greek word ‘pathos’
and the later Latin translation ‘passio’, which we know in English as passion. The rendition

‘to move out’ gives us a hint in terms of what emotions do, namely that they move or
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urge us to act or behave in a particular way. Nussbaum has expressed this elegantly in the

introduction to Upheavals of Thought where she writes:

Emotions shape the landscape of our mental and social lives. Like the “geological
upheavals” a traveller might discover in a landscape where recently only a flat
plane could be seen, they mark our lives as uneven, uncertain, and prone to
reversal.

(Nussbaum, 2008, p. 1)

To Nussbaum emotions are what give our mental life colour or nuance as they shape our
mental lives. Furthermore they can be cultivated and qualify as ‘intelligent responses to
the perception of value (Nussbaum, 2008, p. 1). This means that to Nussbaum emotions
are relevant in matters of ethical judgement because as she writes: ‘we cannot plausibly
omit them, once we acknowledge that emotions include in their content judgements that
can be true and false, and good and bad guides to ethical choice’ (Nussbaum, 2008, p. 1).

Nussbaum’s contribution to the understanding of emotions is important and the
idea that emotions can be cultivated links up to her work in political philosophy and
ethics. Nevertheless her approach is but one among many and the nature of emotions
and indeed the nature of their expression is a complicated and controversial matter. To
begin to appreciate this complexity one could begin by pointing out that there are two
distinct ideas, which | shall label the ‘cultural approach’ and the ‘natural approach’ that
have long troubled and divided scholars working on the subject.

The cultural approach signifies that human emotions are social constructs
understood as philosopher lan Hacking puts it on the basis that ‘emotions and their
expressions are quite specific to a social and linguistic group’ (Hacking, 2001, p. 18). To
elaborate Fuller explains that this line of thinking holds that ‘human behaviour and even
“inner experiences” (including our emotions or even mystical experiences)’ (R. C. Fuller,
2006, p.21) are fabricated by culture. The cultural approach is inspired by the idea that
human behaviour including emotions varies across cultures and to get some hold on the

scope of this idea let us turn to philosopher Robert C. Solomon who explains that:

The repertoire of emotions in a culture (or a subculture) depends not only on the
cultural background and the environment but on the way people talk and think

about emotions. In our society, conversations often tend to focus on outrage,
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resentment, and, in a very different mood romantic love. We talk very little about
grief, very little about gratitude, although these two emotions form the
foundation of a great many extended conversations and so are “basic” emotions
in other cultures. Among the Kululi of Papua, New Guinea, for example, grief and
gratitude form two of the central themes of the entire culture, while American
males to be very specific, seem to feel very uncomfortable with both of them.

(Solomon, 2007, p. 257-258).

Solomon clearly points out that there are vast differences in the way emotions such as
grief and gratitude are thought and talked about across cultures which speaks towards
the importance of culture and subculture in the making of emotions.

For further clarification of what it means that emotions are linked to social and
linguistic groups one can also turn to psychologist Vivian Burr who in her book Social

Constructionism gives voice to the social constructionist view of emotions. She writes:

Psychoanalysts take the view that there are discrete and identifiable emotions,
such as anger, envy and hatred, which are innate in all human beings. They are a
part of the way human beings are constructed, and the words we have attached
to them are simply the labels we have chosen to refer to these emotional entities.
A social constructionist view, by contrast, would say that, in English-speaking
cultures, the words ‘anger, ‘hatred’ and ‘envy’ and the concepts to which they
refer pre-date any one person’s entry into the world as an infant, and in the
process of learning to talk we have no choices but to come to understand
ourselves in terms of these concepts. This view would suggest that our experience
of the world, and perhaps especially of our own internal states, is undifferentiated
and intangible without the framework of language to give it structure and
meaning. The way language is structured therefore determines the way that
experiences and consciousness are structured.

(Burr, 2003, p. 48).

To the social constructionists there are no innate emotions as such, which we may label
universal. From the very beginning of our lives we become socialised into a particular
context and thus to put it bluntly we are taught what to think and feel by the members

and language of the society in which we are situated.
82



To exemplify the idea that the culture we are situated in determines how our
emotions develop we might turn to anthropologist Catherine Lutz who in her book
Unnatural Emotions reveals her study of the people inhabiting the island Ifaluk in the
South Pacific and their particular emotion ‘fago’ which she translates into
compassion/love/sorrow (C. Lutz, 1988, p. 12). Lutz writes that to really understand what
fago means ‘requires an understanding of the way the Ifaluk conceptualise positive
relationships with others’ (C. Lutz, 1988, p. 121), and this indicates that in order to grasp
or understand fago one has to submerge oneself into the culture of the Ifaluk. Again we
see the importance of culture in the development of emotions.

To provide another example highlighting emotions as social constructs we might
turn to the Japanese psychiatrist Takeo Doi. His study on the Japanese concept of ‘amae’
prompted him to argue that it qualifies as a key to understand the Japanese personality
and that ‘amae’ which we may translate into ‘indulgent interdependence’ (Solomon,
2007, p. 258) or ‘sweet dependence’ (Hare, 1988, p. 10) in reality is completely
untranslatable because it has many meanings in Japanese and is an emotion that
‘intrinsically avoids verbalisation” (Morsbach & Tyler, 1998, p. 290). If for argument’s sake
this is true those outside Japanese society will have no clue as to what amae refers to in
full and if one were to acquire such understanding it would depend entirely on one’s
ability to submerge oneself into Japanese culture and only through being a part of the

Japanese culture could we understand the true meaning of ‘amae’.

As mentioned earlier there is another idea that influences thinkers on emotion, which |
have labelled the natural approach. Now in the earlier quotation from Burr it was pointed
out that psychoanalysis builds on the idea of innate human emotions and thus the
practice of psychoanalysis represents an outlook on human emotions quite different from
that of the social constructionist. The idea is that emotions are a part of our human
makeup and that no matter what culture, social group or language group we belong to
we all are equipped with a particular set of emotions. This idea can be traced back to
ancient times and in support of this stands Aristotle’s de Anima or On the Soul as it is also
called where Aristotle deliberates if some of the conditions of the soul (anger, courage,
desire, sensation) can be attributed to the soul only or if all of them are bodily things and

happenings (Aristotle, 1957, 403a-403b19).** Aristotle’s conditions of the soul are useful

* Aristotle develops his view of emotions in the Art of Rhetoric where he focuses on emotions such as pity,
anger and fear so one might learn how to manipulate them in one’s audience (Aristotle, 1926, 1378a20-
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for our understanding of emotions because they can be viewed as precursors for what we
today would call ‘basic emotions’. Now according to philosopher Peter Goldie the idea of

basic emotions involves that:

Our concept of emotions are organized hierarchically, with the non-basic
emotions falling under one or more of the basic emotions. So, for example, if
anger is a basic emotion, then less basic species of anger might be annoyance,
fury, rage, indignation and so forth. Other non-basic emotions could then be
comprised of a cocktail of basic emotions: jealousy, for example, might include
fear and anger. According to this view, then, basic emotions are themselves
common to all humans, and other sorts of emotion need not be.

(Goldie, 2000, p. 87)

That there might be such a thing called universal emotions is an interesting notion
because if true it effectively points out a human communality. However it has to be said
that what qualifies as basic emotions is not quite as fixed as some perhaps would like to
think and that the ‘list of basic emotions’ has virtually changed over time and is still a
matter of controversy. To substantiate, the Indian treatise Natyashastra, a Sanskrit text
dating back to the 3" century BCE committed to investigations into the nature of
consciousness, distils nine principal emotions: sexual passion, amusement, sorrow, anger,
fear, perseverance, disgust, wonder and serenity (Shweder & Haidt, 2000, p. 399). A
different list can be found in the Li Chi, a Chinese encyclopaedia dating back to the 1°
century BCE which describes the seven feelings of men as: joy, anger, sadness, fear, love,
disliking, and liking’ (J. Russell, 1991, p. 426). In contrast Cicero’s work highlights only four
emotions namely lust/desire, delight, fear and distress (Cicero, 2001, IV, 13-15) and
Descartes names six simple and primitive passions namely wonder, love, hatred, desire,
joy and sadness (Descartes, 1986, p. 362). The philosopher Spinoza found there to be
three primary emotions which are pleasure, pain and desire (Spinoza, 1989, IlI, prob. 59)
and philosopher Thomas Hobbes listed the following simple passions: appetite, desire,

love, aversion, hate, joy and grief (Hobbes, 1992, |, ch. 6) Lastly Darwin identified seven

1380a4). Likewise he works on emotions and in particular the emotion of anger in the Nicomachean Ethics
where he emphasises that having the correct emotion is part of being virtuous (Aristotle, 1941, 1125b26-
1126b9).
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emotional expressions including low spirits (anxiety, grief, dejection and despair), high
spirits (joy, love, tender feelings and devotion), reflection (meditation, ill-temper,
sulkiness and determination), hatred (anger), disdain (contempt, disgust, guilt, pride,
helplessness, patience, affirmation and negation) surprise (astonishment, fear and horror)
and self-attention (shame, shyness, modesty, blushing) (Darwin, 1999, VII-XIIl). Now this
montage of discrepancy over basic emotions clearly is brought together from older
sources and thus one might be inclined to think that contemporary psychology can offer a
conclusive vision of what counts as innate human emotions. Alas this is in a strict sense
not the case, which becomes obvious when we consult the work of psychologist Robert
Plutchik who in Emotions and Life: Perspectives from Psychology, Biology and Evolution
informs us about the variations in the lists of basic emotions advocated by a number of
modern scholars (Plutchik, 2003, p. 73). That we cannot say for sure what makes up the
set of basic emotions is naturally a problem and a serious challenge to advocates of the
natural approach to emotions. Having said that, this does not mean that the cultural
approach prevails. The natural approach endures within the philosophy of emotions
because although theorists cannot completely agree on a list of basic emotions most
theorists recognise that fear, sadness and anger are basic emotions and consensus is
almost within reach when it comes to emotions such as joy, love and surprise (Plutchik,
2003, p. 73).

Now settling which of the two ideas is the correct one is beyond the scope of this
thesis and given our present focus not at all a necessity. For our purposes it is profitable
to keep both ideas in mind because both may help us understand wonder better. To
elaborate one might say that the cultural approach is merited because to say that
emotions are socially constructed can help cast light on why the conception of wonder
has changed over time and why it is that for example the feeling of wonder celebrated in
Plato’s Theaetetus as the beginning of philosophy is so readily dismissed by the 18"
century English poet Alexander Pope who we recall voiced that fools admire, but men of
sense approve. One possible explanation is that changes in the social climate and the
general conception of the order of things discredited wonder and from being the feeling
of the philosopher it became the feeling associated with naivety. In other words we can
say that given the seemingly wonder-friendly culture of ancient Athens an upstart
philosopher would have been encouraged to see wonder in a positive light whilst a
student during the less wonder-friendly Enlightenment period with its emphasis on

reason in all likelihood would have been cultivated to think and speak of wonder in a
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much more reserved and negative way. A further merit of the cultural approach is that it
will help us remain critical towards whatever conclusions about wonder the natural
approach might provide us and not to be let astray by what could be nothing but social
trends in the current research climate on emotions, attempting to pigeonhole wonder
merely as a complex emotion too muddled for serious attention or explain away its
significance by describing it as synonymous with for example surprise or fear.

Now keeping this in mind together with the uncertainties surrounding the list of
basic emotions it has to be said that the approach to emotions and indeed wonder (which
| shall elaborate on later in this chapter) drawing on the natural approach to emotions
does offer a fruitful way forward when it comes to understanding what emotions are.
This is because the ‘war’ between social science and natural science is not as prominent
as it was in the 20™ century and that since the 1980s genetics have established the strong
influence of biology on human behaviour. Likewise the disciplines of evolutionary
psychology aiming at explaining why ‘natural selection favours the kinds of mental
activity that we discern in organism today’ (R. C. Fuller, 2006, p. 21) and sociobiology
which is concerned with ‘why humans and other social organisms evolved particular
behaviour patterns’” (R. C. Fuller, 2006, p. 21) have emerged and advanced our
understanding of what human emotions are (R. C. Fuller, 2006, p. 21). The advancement
of our understanding of emotions that these new movements have brought forth can
partly be found in the insistence of researchers advocating the natural approach to ‘get to
the “bottom of things”, to identify the basic building blocks of emotions, the basic
emotions’ (Solomon, 2002a, p. 115). To an extent these new fields and disciplines have
successfully merged the cultural approach and the natural approach recognising that
emotions are grounded in biology but social factors are also important in the generation

of particular emotions and their expression (R. C. Fuller, 2006, p. 26-27).

2.2.1 The Cognitive Approach

This section breaks away from the big lines in the philosophy of emotions drawn out in
the previous section and focuses on the cognitive approach to emotions which is a
particular view of emotions that gained momentum after the publication of psychologist
Ulric Neisser’s 1967 book Cognitive Psychology (Neisser, 2014). The cognitive approach
advocates the notion that emotions are intentional states of mind meaning that they are

‘directed at or toward some object’ (Deigh, 2010, p. 17) and this approach is quite
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suitable for an investigation into wonder because when we wonder, we wonder about
something meaning that our wonderment is directed toward a particular object or event.
The cognitive approach has in this respect a certain explanatory power as it allows
emotions to become part of a larger affective realm and emotions to be broken down
into smaller subcategories, which consequently will increase the level of detail, and thus
we stand a better chance of advancing our understanding of wonder if indeed it is an
emotion. Now before | say more about the cognitive approach it has to be said that it is
not unrivalled or immune to criticism. The cognitive approach is an alternative to the
approach to emotions pioneered by psychologist William James arguing that emotions

equals feelings and are connected with bodily states. James writes:

Without the bodily states following on the perception, the latter would be
purely cognitive in form, pale, colourless, destitute of emotional warmth. We
might see the bear, and judge it best to run, receive the insult and deem it
right to strike, but we could not actually feel afraid and angry.

(James, 1884, p. 190)

James’ idea is that without bodily feelings there is no such thing as emotions and that
bodily changes are responsible for emotions. Rooted in ancient Greek thought the
cognitive approach treats emotions as cognitive, thought-centred and directed towards
the world (Deigh, 2010, p. 17,26); (Goldie, 2010, p. 4). This challenges James’s view and
insists that his approach places too much emphasis on bodily states and too little on the
cognitive aspect of emotions (Ratcliffe, 2005, p. 179). For this reason the cognitive
approach is popular but in our endeavour to understand in what sense wonder is an
emotion we must exercise caution because as philosopher Simon Blackburn argues
emotions are not as cognitive as some might think and the cognitive approach is far too
Apollonian® and far less Dionysian®®, leaving out as Nussbaum has stated ‘what is messy

and ungovernable in the life of the passions’ (Nussbaum, 2008, p. 16). Whilst |

** The term is derived from the Greek god Apollo who ‘incarnates the ideals we associate with Classical
Greek thought [and he represents] ego, light, youth, purity, reasonableness, order, discipline, and balance’
(Keen, 1969, p. 152).
* Keen explains that the term derives from the Ancient Greek god Dionysus who is god of fertility and
resembles the energy of nature. The Greeks associated him with wine and metamorphosis and worshipping
Dionysus was an enthusiastic enterprise involving ‘ecstasy, license, revelry, and direct participation, by
eating, in the life of the dying and reborn god. In the ecstasy induced by wine and dancing the worshippers
lost their own personalities and were merged with Dionysus. Thus the boundaries separating man, nature,
and the divine were erased’ (Keen, 1969, p. 154).
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acknowledge Blackburn’s criticism | shall refrain from going into further details as this is
beyond the scope of my inquiry®’. In the interest of casting light on the possible emotion
of wonder adapting the cognitive approach seems most promising with regards to this
particular endeavour.

To continue and present a more in-depth account of the cognitive approach let us turn to

contemporary philosopher Arron Ben-Ze’ev who finds that a typical emotion:

Is generated by perceived significant changes; its focus of concern is personal and
comparative; its major characteristics are instability, great intensity, partiality and
brief duration; and its basic components are cognition, evaluation, motivation and
feelings.

(Ben-Ze'ev, 2010, p. 61)

According to Ben-Ze’ev emotions call for our attention when we encounter significant
positive or negative changes in personal matters or the state of affairs of those connected
to us (Ben-Ze'ev, 2010, p. 42). We respond to the unfamiliar but the attention called for
does not persist and after a while the change is viewed as a normal state of affairs and
ceases to excite us (Ben-Ze'ev, 2010, p. 43). Emotions exist to protect our personal
concerns and in the event of an emotional change its importance or meaning is
comparative in the sense that it is against a personal referential framework or
background that the importance or meaning of the change can be evaluated and assessed
(Ben-Ze'ev, 2010, p. 44). In addition he explains that a typical emotion has four
characteristics: Instability, great intensity, partiality, and brief duration and four basic
components: Cognition, evaluation, motivation and feelings (Ben-Ze'ev, 2010, p. 42). The
first characteristic, instability, relates to the notion that emotions are unstable states and
indicators of change or transition. Born out of a changing context ‘they signify some
agitation, they are intense, occasional, and limited in duration’ (Ben-Ze'ev, 2010, p. 45).
The second characteristic, great intensity, is called for due to the notion that significant
change requires the ‘mobilisation of many resources’ (Ben-Ze'ev, 2010, p. 45). The third
characteristic, partiality, is highlighted because emotions are partial in the sense that they
can focus on a narrow target, such as a person or a limited number of people and express

a personal and interested standpoint. Ben-Ze'ev explains that emotions in this sense are

* Interested parties can read more about Blackburn’s criticism of the cognitive approach in his book Ruling
Passions (Blackburn, 1998) and the article ‘Precis of Ruling Passions’ (Blackburn, 2002).
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similar to heat-seeking missiles since their only concern is to find the heat-generating
target (Ben-Ze'ev, 2010, p. 45). The fourth characteristic of emotion is brevity. Ben-Ze’ev
states that typical emotions are relatively short-lived since a person cannot mobilise all
her resources to remain focussed on a particular event for a prolonged period. If so she
would rapidly lose her ability to function adaptively (Ben-Ze'ev, 2010, p. 46). A mental
system simply cannot be unstable for long and still function normally and at some point it
will ‘construe the change as a normal and stable situation’ (Ben-Ze'ev, 2010, p. 46). Thus
emotions are transient states; however from that it does not follow that their impact on a
person mirrors this particular quality. Ben-Ze’ev finds that ‘a brief emotional state can
have profound and long-lasting behavioural implications’ (Ben-Ze'ev, 2010, p. 46).

As mentioned Ben-Ze’ev also informs us that emotions contain four basic
components which ‘express a conceptual division of the elements of this experience'
(Ben-Ze'ev, 2010, p. 47). The first three components: cognition, evaluation and
motivation are intentional, meaning they refer to a subject-object relation or they are all
about ‘being about something’ {Ben-Ze'ev, 2010 #15, p. 47). In other words the matter at
hand involves our ability to ignore the constant flow of stimuli in our surroundings so that
we may form for example a meaningful relationship to another person. The final basic
component is feeling, which Ben-Ze'ev ascribes to what he calls 'the feeling dimension'.
Feelings are hard to describe and people often turn to the use of metaphors in the
attempt to convey a particular feeling. He furthermore explains that feelings reveal the
subject’s state of mind in the form of a primitive mode of consciousness. They are not
intentional and one cannot demand a reason why one is feeling something in particular.
‘We cannot reason people out of their toothache as we might reason them out of their
hatred [and thus] feelings are not subject to normative appraisal’ (Ben-Ze'ev, 2010, p. 49).
The intense feeling dimension may have a positive and negative influence on the mind.
On the positive side being aroused can be cognitively advantageous since it might aid one
in (a) understanding particular aspects of a given situation (b) heightening one’s attention
and (c) increasing memory (Ben-Ze'ev, 2010, p. 48). On the negative side it can be said
that if one harbours intense feelings the intellectual faculties of a person might be
compromised, meaning that sound cognitive assessment in a given situation is
impossible. (Ben-Ze'ev, 2010, p.48).

Returning to the intentional dimension and the component of emotion called
‘cognition’ Ben-Ze'ev claims that it delivers the needed information about a particular

situation or context. However this information is often distorted due to the influence of
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(a) partiality, (b) closeness and (c) an intense feeling dimension (Ben-Ze'ev, 2010, p. 47).
Ben-Ze'ev explains that partiality compromises knowledge since distorted claims may be
adopted due to lack of vision or perspective. According to Ben-Ze’ev partiality is similar in
effect to that of great closeness, which disrupts the cognitive part in emotions and keeps
us from seeing multiple facets of a given object. To illustrate this point he gives the
example of looking at someone from a very short distance. In such a situation our vision is
distorted and in order to gain a more collected and encompassing sight of the person in
front of us distance is a requirement (Ben-Ze'ev, 2010, p. 48). Likewise intense feeling can
cause distortion because when one harbours such feelings our intellectual faculties are
compromised ‘and no longer functions normally’ (Ben-Ze'ev, 2010, p. 48).

With regards to the evaluative component of emotion Ben-Ze’ev considers it of
the utmost importance as it assesses the merits of the information delivered by the
cognitive component in terms of its impact on the wellbeing of a person (Ben-Ze'ev, 2010,
p. 48). Imagine a tired student walking into her favourite coffee bar with the intention of
spending a few hours on reading Heidegger's Being and Time over a cup of coffee. She
learns that unfortunately the coffee bar is out of coffee beans meaning that she cannot
enjoy her much-needed 'cognitive enhancer' while reading Heidegger. Evaluating this
information up against her idea of her wellbeing she would decide either to stay and read
Heidegger over for example a cup of tea or simply decide that the coffee is too important
to be missed and that she will have to take her business elsewhere.

The final component in the intentional dimension is according to Ben-Ze'ev
motivation. Motivation is concerned with a person’s eagerness to “maintain or change
present, past or future circumstances” (Ben-Ze'ev, 2010, p. 48). A motivated person might
defy a considerable amount of obstacles in order to change her circumstances. Imagine
an upcoming ballet dancer bent on being hired by a major ballet company. She might
defy the advice of her parents, the pangs of poverty or anxiety provoked by the intense
competition in order to fulfil her dream.

So far we have engaged with the notion of changes and we have found that
emotions are personal and the importance of emotional change is measured against a
personal background. Furthermore we have explored the major characteristics of
emotion together with the basic components. However, Ben-Ze’ev’'s description of
emotion does not stop here. He continues by stating that the intensity of a typical
emotion depends on variables like the event’s strength, reality, and relevance (Ben-Ze'eyv,

2010, p. 50-51). An event’s strength determines the intensity of an emotional experience
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so if | am angry the intensity of my anger is measured against the level of damage | have
suffered because of the event. An event’s reality refers to what degree we believe the
event to be real which is to say that the more we believe an event to be real the more
intense our emotions will be. The relevance of an event is likewise important because the
greater the relevance an event has the more important and intense it will be. A deadly
tornado hitting us right here, right now is more relevant to us than a tornado hitting an
uninhabited area in Oklahoma because our lives are in danger and thus our emotions
would be more intense.

Our accountability, readiness and deservingness in relation to the event also
influence the way emotions work because they form the ‘constituting background
circumstances of the emotional event’ (Ben-Ze'ev, 2010, p. 52). By accountability Ben-
Ze'ev highlights responsibility and agency, which is to say that a higher degree of
accountability results in greater emotional intensity. By readiness Ben-Ze’ev points to the
cognitive change that takes place in our minds during an event. If something happens
unexpectedly it generates intensity because as he writes: ‘we are angrier if we happen to
be expecting a contrary result, just as the quite unexpected fulfilment of our wishes is
especially sweet’ (Ben-Ze'ev, 2010, p. 53). Concerning deservingness Ben-Ze’ev points out
with reference to Aristotle that we all seek fair treatment and although we might disagree
on what counts as just and unjust we all think ‘the self is a worthwhile person’ (Ben-Ze'eyv,
2010, p. 53) (Aristotle, 2003, V. ix. 4-7).

Furthermore, contextual and personality variables are influential as well when it
comes to emotional intensity (Ben-Ze'ev, 2010, p.54). What is at play here is that
‘personal traits, world views, cultural background, and current personal situation’ are
factors that may fuel the intensity of an emotion.

As a last entry Ben-Ze’ev claims that emotions belong to a greater affective realm,
which includes sentiments, moods, affective traits and affective disorders (Ben-Ze'ev,
2010, p.61) meaning that this is a very versatile approach that provides a rich and

explanatory description of emotion.

2.2.2 The Cognitive Approach & Epistemic Emotions

Earlier we encountered the notion of basic emotions and the predicate ‘basic’ suggests
there are other kinds of emotions to consider which we for the sake of argument could

term ‘non-basic emotions’. Given that we do not have a complete list of the basic
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emotions naming non-basic emotions is naturally problematic, but granted Plutchick is
right in his view that a consensus has been reached stating that fear, sadness and anger
are basic emotions then emotions such as for example love, jealousy, hate, joy, gratitude,
awe, grief, dread, reverence, hope, trust, humility and (perhaps) wonder can be classified
as non-basic emotions. In the hope of advancing our understanding of wonder | shall now
focus on a particular subgroup of non-basic emotion labelled ‘epistemic emotions’ by
following philosopher Adam Morton who classifies wonder as an epistemic emotion
(Morton, 2010, p. 385, 389).

To begin we might say that Morton is interested in how we acquire beliefs
correctly and in this respect he identifies epistemic emotions that are directed especially
towards knowledge or epistemic ends (Morton, 2010, p. 386). In this respect he has
devised a list of possible candidates for epistemic emotions: ‘Curiosity, intellectual
courage, love of truth, wonder, meticulousness, excitement and humility’ (Morton, 2010,
p. 386). It can be ventured that these particular candidates do not represent emotions
but are in truth virtues yet Morton remains open to the existence of epistemic emotions.
The reason for this is in part to be found in his distinction between virtue, character and
emotion (Morton, 2010, p. 386). For example, Morton claims that ‘generosity’ can refer
to three different things. To harbour the virtue of generosity one has to be generous i.e.
displays generous actions, however in order for a generous action to be virtuous it needs
to be balanced: neither giving too little nor giving too much. Morton gives the example of
a person in academia whose generous character and insistence on incorporating the work
of an incompetent co-worker slows down a research project. This person harbours
generosity as a character trait but she cannot be viewed as virtuous since her generosity
is excessive (Morton, 2010, p. 386). Emotion contrasts with both virtue and character. It is
quite possible to imagine a person who after exhibiting great generosity may say, ‘I did
not feel generous’ but this does not nullify her generosity (Morton, 2010, p. 387). The
opposite is also possible as one can imagine a person post displaying no generosity
whatsoever claims that she feels enormously generous. In either case, feelings do not
define whether an act is generous nor do they define whether it is virtuous.

Morton also offers an alternative argument to distinguish virtue, character and
emotion through the concept of longevity. Virtues are normative concepts since they
‘pick out dispositions to profitable, correct, or admirable patterns of action or thought’
(Morton, 2010, p. 388). Furthermore it can be said of virtues that just like one swallow

does not a make a spring one virtuous act does not make one a virtuous person. Virtue, it
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seems, appeals to longevity. Concerning the notion of character it can be said that just
because a person loses her temper momentarily during a discussion it does not make her
an angry character. Likewise, just because a cowardly character experiences a brief
moment of courage it does not follow that she is no longer a coward. In this light the idea
of character like the notion of virtue demands certain durability. Emotions on the other
hand are, according to Morton, different since they are occurrent and ‘happen at
particular moments and through determinate stretches of time, during which they have
causal influence on the person’ (Morton, 2010, p. 388). Furthermore Morton explains
that emotions can be associated with conscious affect, meaning we can have a feeling of
being generous just as we can have conscious awareness about a particular thought
formation or pressing desire (Morton, 2010, p. 388). In addition emotions can also be
motives since they can ‘cause behaviour by making particular desires and beliefs salient’
(Morton, 2010, p. 388).

With regards to how we human beings acquire beliefs it is nevertheless still
possible for the sceptic to deny the existence of epistemic emotions. First of all it is quite
plausible that an enquiring mind does not rely on emotions at all in the process of
obtaining knowledge because it can be argued that all one needs is the virtues of being
careful, curious, imaginative and responsible (Morton, 2010, p. 388). Secondly even if one
accepts that emotions have a say in virtuous behaviour it still leaves room for the sceptic
because feeling curious at a key moment in time does not mean that the emotion
functions epistemically (Morton, 2010, p. 388). Nevertheless Morton argues that there
are occasions where virtues are not enough and where emotions play a key role when it
comes to acquiring knowledge. He claims that an enquiry based on emotion-less virtues
would be shallower or somewhat lighter in its constitution (Morton, 2010, p. 388). To
illustrate this Morton first points to the notion of motivation and gives the example of a
young scientist whose qualifications are unquestionable if it was not for the fact that she
does not care about her subject and is completely devoid of curiosity. She wants a career
and she knows that by pushing a particular line of enquiry she will be successful in getting
precisely that. According to Morton it is quite possible that the scientist will succeed in
producing excellent scientific work; however it is unlikely that she will revolutionise her
field or take a chance and dedicate her working life to a line of inquiry that for her seems
important (Morton, 2010, p. 386). In order to be a scientist par excellence one has to
harbour certain motivating epistemic emotions and in this respect he mentions wonder,

curiosity and scepticism (Morton, 2010, p. 389). Without wonder the scientist would
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never wonder at an emerging pattern in her pool of data. Without curiosity she would
never ponder how scientists view her field centuries into the future. Without scepticism
she would never stop at think whether her enquiry would benefit from an alternative
perhaps less supported method (Morton, 2010, p. 389).

Secondly Morton argues that the epistemic emotions answering to curiosity,
worry, concern and interest are linked to obtaining knowledge and how we consider
relevant alte