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Summary 

Daniel Goleman covers from head to toe the science of emotional intelligence.  

Here’s my warning, this book is as boring as you get. It’s written for the academic’s academic, and even 

as a psychology geek it was a struggle getting myself to finish this book.  

Instead of a chapter by chapter analysis, I’ll be giving what I believe are the key takeaways. So before 

you get too bored of the summary, let’s begin! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What Is Emotional Intelligence? 

Emotional intelligence is the ability to understand and control one’s emotions. Whereas hard sciences 

have distinct truths, emotional intelligence is about understandings principles and finding your own 

truths. For example, if you’re angry, instead of just understanding what anger is, being able to 

understand why you’re angry and control the anger. 
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This diagram below shows the common 5 pillars one must understand and being able to control in order 

to be emotionally intelligent.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Iceberg 

In the famous iceberg, psychology aims to explain how what’s on our mind is about .0001% of what’s 

really going on. It also hopes to explain how the tiniest emotions you have no idea existed are 

influencing what’s on your mind. The iceberg is the metaphor to explain this relationship, as in an 

iceberg what’s on the surface is 1% of the whole iceberg, and how what we see on the top is a result of 

what’s below.  

Goleman explains this through looking at anger, and teaching us how anger is a secondary reaction. To 

understand the root cause of anger, jealousy, you name it, one must realize what is behind this emotion.  
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Emotional Mind 

Goleman uses the term emotional mind to describe what I describe as the Type I Limbic system. It’s the 

emotion headquarters, one step above the croc brain but one step below the neocortex.  

Goleman talks briefly of the history of this emotional brain, most importantly stating, “there was an 

emotional brain long before there was a rational one”.  

Goleman describes it as the “child-like mind”.  

The implications are two-fold: 1: no matter how we name it, this emotional center acts first, it’s our first 

reaction. It’s a speed game, and the neocortex is simply too slow. 2: The emotional mind pulls from the 

heart, not the head. As Goleman says, “the first impulse in an emotional situation is the heart’s, not the 

head’s.” This means one must align with their ideal self, or else one’s emotional impulses will be 

contrary to a person’s values. Ought values (what society wants) are bottlenecks to self-improvement.  

 

Here are two important concepts in relation to the emotional mind.  

 

1: Perception is Reality 

 

The emotional mind can’t differ perception from reality. As Goleman puts it, “The logic of the emotional 

mind is associative; it takes elements that symbolize a reality, or trigger a memory of it, to be the same 

as that reality”.  

 

2: Primary Process Thinking 

Primary Process thought was first proposed by Freud, and tells us how the emotional mind processes 

cognition. According to Google, it’s “the unconscious thinking of the id, which uses symbols and 

metaphor, is focused on immediate gratification of instinctual demands and drives, disregards logic, and 

manifest itself during dreaming, in patients in psychotic states, and in young children”.  

Goleman describes it when he says “loose associations determine the flow of a narrative”. 

But what are the implications of this primary process thinking? 

It’s that in this state of thought, which is true in the emotional mind, what matters most is not an 

objective truth (based off reason), but rather perception. Goleman says, “What something reminds us of 

can be far more important than what it “is””. This means our emotions at the moment, and past 

experiences similar to this moment, take precedent over any rational logic. As Goleman further says, 

“emotional mind, however, takes its beliefs to be absolutely true, and so discounts any evidence to the 

contrary.”  

 



M a t t h e w  R .  M o t t o l a  4 | 5 

 

Fear 

I talk often about how fear is an under-evolved process, meaning fear hasn’t fully evolved to it’s 

surroundings. When you break down the 3 stages of the brain (croc, midbrain, neocortex) and how they 

process stimulus, it’s apparent it’s still operating based off a survival model where food and shelter were 

daily struggles, even though our environment needs are completely different. We have food at the tap 

of a button and most of us don’t have a roof problem, but instead are faced with emotional difficulties. 

For example, who to trust, what to believe. Unfortunately fear hasn’t kept up with this.    

Goleman takes the technical route with this, showing us how the amygdala is central to fear, as well as 

how with no amygdala there’s no fear when he says, “When a rare brain disease destroyed the 

amygdala (but no other brain structures) in the patient neurologists call S.M., fear disappeared from her 

mental repertoire”.  

To back up how this fear needs to adapt to modern times, Goleman says, “Of course in modern times 

misplaced fears are the bane of daily life, leaving us suffering from panic attacks, phobias, or obsessive 

compulsive disorder”. 

 

Anger Management 

I gave a misleading title to send you all for a whirl. Why? Because we don’t know all need “anger 

management”, but we do all need a quick framework of getting to the root of emotions.  

Even if you’re the happiest butterfly 24/7, you could benefit from having this in your back pocket. 

Framework: 

1: Stop, calm down, and think before you act. (Red Light) 

2: Say the problem and how you feel. (Yellow Light) 

3: Set a positive goal. 

4: Think of lots of solutions.  

5: Think ahead to the consequences. 

6: Go ahead and try the best plan. (Green Light) 

 

The Popular Kid 

This was an extremely interesting direction. Think back to middle/elementary school, and think of the 

types of social interactions underway? 

I personally remember groups, groups, and more groups. Teachers called them “cliques”. Breaking into 

these cliques was extremely difficult, requiring social acceptance.  
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Although seemingly concrete groups, some people found ways to be a part of multiple “cliques”. And I 

always wondered how?  

According to Goleman, being this popular kid comes down to how one approaches these cliques. Let’s 

put ourselves physically on the playground as a wallflower observing two kids. One kid slowly gravitates 

inwards within the group. He enters “stealthily”, and uses a simple head nod as his mode of 

communication at first. The other kid tries an entirely different strategy. He walks right in to the middle 

and tries to tell a joke. Now at this point, who is the popular one?  

According to Goleman, it’s the one who quietly and stealthily enters into the conversation. He seems to 

“gel”, while the other kid seems to intrude. Through this analysis the book describes to us the dynamics 

of entering new groups. The simple takeaway is this: be stealthily, don’t make a scene, and start by 

showing subtle agreement until you’re fully immersed into the conversation.  

 

Summary 

That’s it! I promised you short and sweet. Understand the Iceberg and the emotional mind as these are 

the two most important takeaways, but I recommend figuring out what these mean to you beyond the 

academic research.  

 

 

Like What You See? To learn more check 

this out! 
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