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The Purpose and Origins of Emotions 

What is the purpose of emotions?  

The purpose of emotions is to alert us to our environment as our body picks up
on cues. These cues are translated into emotions and physical sensations that
then give us an urge to  respond accordingly. The following is a breakdown  

What is a natural and necessary emotion? 
 

If you imagine for a moment that you are a caveman, it becomes quickly
 obvious why emotions are important to your survival. Our emotions evolved to
help us to meet our most basic needs. For a caveman, the most basic needs
would have been food, shelter, sleep, procreation, and belonging to a group.
You can see evidence of this in infants. They have emotions that tell them what 
it happening, what to do, and thus how to get their needs met – all before they 

Emotion What it tells us is 
happening

What it tells
us to do

When it is natural
 and necessary

How would it help you if
you were a caveman? 
(ALL SURVIVAL related) 

A
ng

er
 - Lets us know when 

we are being 
threatened or 
mistreated, when 
our needs are not 
being met, when 
they’re being 
jeopardized by 
someone else’s 
actions, or when our 
needs are being 
ignored, anger lets 
us know when 
something is not 
okay 

- Anger fuels us to 
attack or defend 
ourselves, or to 
assert ourselves 
and our needs 

- When someone 
threatens your 
physical safety
- When someone is 
ignoring, minimizing, 
or devaluing your 
needs
- When you are being 
mistreated or treated 
unfairly 

- It allows you to keep yourself 
and your group safe from 
predators
- It helps you respond to 
mistreatment or unfair treatment 
such as confronting a thief who 
stole your dinner or an unfair 
accusation                                          
- It urges you to assert yourself so 
others in the group will know 
what you need
- Without it, you would allow 
others to threaten or ignore your 
needs without responding 

 of our most basic emotions. 

ever even have language. 
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G
ui

lt - Lets you know 
when you have 
done something 
wrong or when your 
actions have led to 
someone else’s 
feelings being hurt 

- Guilt tells us we 
need to fix the 
situation, fix it so 
the other person 
is not upset or 
undo the 
“wrong” 
somehow 
through problem 
solving 

- When you have 
wronged someone or 
done something that 
is considered wrong 
by humanity’s 
standards (such as 
being dishonest or 
physically hurting 
someone)  

- Guilt helps you to recognize 
how your actions affect others
It lets you know that you 
shouldn’t do things that may get 
you banished from the group 
and left to fend for yourself.                 
- It urges you to make amends 
when you have wronged 
someone - Without it, you would 
just go around not caring at all 
how your actions affect others 

A
nx

ie
ty

- Lets you know 
when you are in 
danger (either 
physically or 
emotionally) so that 
you can seek safety

-Anxiety tells you 
that you need to 
avoid, prevent or 
escape 
something that is 
dangerous or 
threatening to 
you because you 
cannot handle it.                 
- At times it also 
tells you to simply 
focus and 
prepare, to be 
on guard 

- When you are in a 
dangerous situation 
and you do not have 
the means to protect 
or defend yourself.               
- When you are 
facing a potentially 
threatening situation, 
it can help you to stay 
alert  

- Anxiety helps you recognize 
when a threat is nearby such as 
a predator
- It helps you be focused, alert 
and watchful for danger                                
- It lets you know when you are 
incapable of protecting or 
defending yourself (when you 
are truly powerless) and urges 
you to escape - Without it, you 
would be oblivious to danger, 
would consistently put yourself in 
harms way, be unfocused or 
unprepared, or remain in 
situations that are unsafe 

Sh
am

e 

 - Tells you that 
something is wrong 
with you or 
unacceptable 
about you  

- Shame tells you 
to hide or 
conceal yourself 
(as a caveman 
this was likely 
either to prevent 
others from 
finding out and 
kicking you out of 
the group, or to 
avoid putting the 
group at risk or 
burdening them)  

- When something 
about you is 
unacceptable or 
wrong in that it puts 
the safety of those 
around you at risk (i.e. 
crimes such as 
murder, rape, or 
sexual abuse are 
prefect examples)  

- Shame helps you recognize 
when something about you is 
unacceptable to the group you 
belong to                        - In 
caveman terms this might be 
anything that jeopardizes the 
survival of the group (such as 
you being physically disabled in 
some way)                            - 
Cavemen likely tried to hide their 
disabilities to prevent being 
kicked out of the group for 
safety reasons - Without shame, 
as a caveman you would have 
been oblivious to the threat or 
burden you bring to your group 
and would think only of yourself 
(Important Note: the shame we 
experience today is often 
misplaced as the object of our 
shame doesn’t typically 
jeopardize anyone or put 
anyone’s safety at risk in the 
modern world) 

Sa
d

ne
ss

 - Let us know when 
we have 
experienced a loss 
of some kind or 
when something 
has been taken (a 
person, an object, a 
future we had 
planned, or 
anything else that 
we may have 
become attached 
to) 

- Sadness urges 
us to withdraw, to 
comfort 
ourselves, to 
grieve the loss so 
that we can heal 

- When you 
experience a loss of 
any kind (death, 
divorce, goal or 
future plan of some 
kind)  
- When something 
was taken from you 
(i.e. grieving the loss 
of a childhood you 
should have had, loss 
of your sense of safety 
after a sexual assault) 

- It lets you know you lost 
something such as a family 
member or an important tool
- Without it, you would just go 
around not noticing at all when 
you have lost something and not 
feeling attachment to anything 
or anyone 
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Jo
y  - It tells you 

something good
- Joy urges you to 
do more of the 
same, in order to 
keep feeling 
good 

- When you do 
something that is to 
the benefit of 
yourself, your health 
or your group

- Joy should help you recognize 
what you should keep doing 
because it feels good (for 
cavemen, this was mostly eating, 
sleeping, moving, social 
connection with others, and 
having sex) - Without it, you 
would have forgotten to do the 
things you needed to do in order 
to survive, or would not have 
done them consistently enough 

Lo
ve

- Tells you the 
recipient is worthy 
of your care and 
attention  

- Urges you to 
stay close to 
them, to care for 
them and nurture 
them, to protect 
them, and to 
show them 
kindness  

- When you have a 
child to care for or a 
partner who is good 
to you and for you
- When family or other 
group members are 
good to you or for 
you  

- Loves helps you connect and 
form relationships with others
- Its intensity helps you prioritize 
how much time and attention 
and protection to give someone 
in your group. It keeps you with a 
group                                       -
Without it, you would have gone 
off on your own and survival 
would have been unlikely, you 
would feel indifferent to 
connection 


