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This project begins with a theoretical and methodological critique of 

contemporary empirically driven emotion theories.  I advocate the rejection of 

three commonly embraced, but ultimately mistaken perspectives on the nature 

of emotion: (1) the basic emotions approach; (2) biological reductionism; and 
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(3) the natural kinds approach.  I unpack the substance of each of these views 

and I argue that the empirical data fail to substantiate these claims and that 

theoretical considerations further push against these claims. 

Following, I construct an alternative view that seeks to both makes 

sense of the empirical emotion data and is consistent with the emerging 

understanding of the architecture of the brain.  The result is a theoretical 

framework that explains emotions as synthetic multimodal constructs and that 

characterizes the emotion construction process as a temporally extended, 

feedback oriented, multimodal, prediction driven process that is critically 

dependent upon previous learning.  I argue that categorization plays an 

essential role both in individuating emotion experiences from other types of 

experiences and in differentiating within the category of emotion experiences, 

e.g. differentiating happiness from sadness. 

In the remaining two chapters I examine issues related to the 

epistemological and the motivation role of emotion.  I provide an account of 

self-deception involving emotion experiences and argue that this suggests that 

emotions are a fallible source of knowledge.  Next, I argue that empathy, 

understood as a process, is a way in which emotions provide a unique source 

of knowledge.  Last, I discuss the role of emotion in moral reasoning and I 

argue for caution in treating emotions as a source of normativity in grounding 
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moral judgments and suggest an alternative epistemological role for emotions 

in the process of moral perception. 

I focus on the potential motivational role of emotion involving moral 

actions via a discussion of moral agency.  I examine in depth the morally 

relevant capacities of individuals with psychopathy, autism, and acquired 

sociopathy.  I argue that none of these individuals meet the proposed criteria 

for moral agency.  This argument exposes the critical role that emotion plays 

in moral reasoning and action since all of these individuals experience emotion 

related impairments. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 
THE INTRODUCTION 
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I begin this introduction by providing a basic picture of the historical 

backdrop of emotion research in order to draw attention to the motivations and 

assumptions that contemporary researchers have inherited from this tradition.  

After discussing the fundamental theoretical obstacles facing contemporary 

researchers, I explain both the motivation behind my own inquiries into 

emotion research and why it is methodologically advantageous to approach 

these inquiries from the theoretical, empirically informed standpoint that I do.  

Finally, after drawing a few distinctions that are critical to understanding the 

project as a whole, I briefly summarize the remaining chapters. 

1. A Brief Overview of Emotion Research  

In focusing on trying to set the stage for introducing the project as 

whole the descriptions and explanations to follow are necessarily brief, but 

where the relevant details that have been omitted are pertinent to the project 

they will be filled out and elaborated upon as the different topics are discussed 

and argued about in the ensuing substantive chapters. 

The Search for Necessary and Sufficient Conditions 

Initially, emotion researchers were essentialists and their research 

focused on identifying the necessary and sufficient conditions for emotion at 

the superordinate level, i.e. researchers were interested in what differentiated 

emotions from other psychological constructs such as thoughts or desires as 

opposed to what differentiated one emotion such as sadness from another 
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emotion such as happiness.  The result was the development of roughly three 

different approaches focusing primarily on one of three hypothesized 

components of emotions:  physiological, cognitive, or behavioral. 

William Jamesʼs theory as he constructed it has long since been 

discredited, but he did succeed in drawing attention to the fundamental 

importance of the physiological component of emotion.  This insight still 

continues to inform many contemporary theories.  As James conceived of it 

the physiological component included visceral changes, other bodily feelings, 

and behaviors (although most researchers following James separated 

behavior from visceral and other bodily changes). 1  Primarily, James wanted 

to refute the common sense view of emotions during his time which he 

characterized as the view that bodily expression arises from the mental 

affection that was excited by the mental perception of some exciting fact.  In 

contrast, James claimed that “the bodily changes follow directly the perception 

of the exciting fact, and that our feeling of the same changes as they occur IS 

the emotion.”2 Jamesʼs main argument for the above thesis is that if we try to 

imagine an emotion and then abstract from consciousness all of the bodily 

feelings then we would find that we have nothing left behind.  Thus James 

thought that “a purely disembodied human emotion is a non-entity.”3  Shortly 

after James published his theory, Carl Lange independently published a 
                                                 
1 James, William. (1884). What is an emotion? Mind. Vol. 9, No. 34, 188-205. 
2 James, William. ibid, p. 189. 
3 James, William. ibid. p. 194. 
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similar theory of emotion and hence the theory is often referred to as the 

James-Lange theory.4  

In response to the work of James and Lange, Walter Cannon published 

an extremely influential critique.  In almost direct contradiction to the James-

Lange theory, Cannon claimed that the “total exclusion of visceral factors from 

emotional expression makes no difference in emotional behavior.”5  Cannon 

argued that the visceral changes which accompany emotions are not a 

considerable enough source of sensation to provide a basis for discrimination 

of different emotions and that moreover the same visceral changes occur both 

in very different emotional states and non-emotional states.  Hence, Cannon 

thought that physiological changes cannot be sufficient for emotion experience 

as James and Lange claimed. 

In the early 1960s Stanley Schacter and Jerome Singer famously 

performed an experiment in which they injected subjects with epinephrine (and 

injected other subjects with a placebo solution) and then placed these subjects 

in varying conditions intended to illicit contrasting emotions (anger and 

euphoria).6  Schacter and Singer found that peopleʼs interpretation of their 

physiological state of arousal was dependent upon their environmental 

                                                 
4 Lange, C. G. (1922). The emotions: A psychophysiological study in The Emotions ed. 
C.G.Lange and W. James. Baltimore: Williams and Wilkins, 33-90. 
5 Cannon, Walter B. (1927).  The James-Lange Theory of Emotions: A Critical Examination 
and an Alternative Theory. The American Journal of Psychology. Vol. 39, No.1/4, 106-124. 
6 Schacter, S. and Singer, J.E. (1962). Cognitive, social, and physiological determinants of 
emotional state. Psychological Review. Vol. 69, 379-399. 
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conditions and that additionally peopleʼs interpretation of their emotional state 

was dependent upon their physiological state.  Based on these results, 

Schacter and Singer proposed that an emotion state is a joint function of the 

state of physiological arousal and the appropriateness of the cognition to this 

arousal.  Hence, prima facie, these results suggested that Cannon was right to 

claim that bodily change alone can result in the experience of emotion, but 

also that James was correct in claiming that bodily change is necessary for 

emotion. 

Also in the 1960s, Magda Arnold published the two volume Emotion 

and Personality which is responsible for her reputation as the pioneer of 

modern cognitive emotion theory.7  Arnold argued that a factual belief about 

the object and an evaluative belief about the relation of the object to oneself 

were both necessary conditions for an emotion.  Arnold described the 

evaluative belief as an evaluation of the goodness or badness of the object in 

relation to oneself and termed this particular evaluation as an appraisal which 

is the term that continues to be used by most researchers today in order to 

discuss the evaluative, cognitive component of emotion.  Following the 

appraisal, Arnold thought that a person would experience physiological 

changes as well as exhibit a behavioral tendency to approach or avoid the 

                                                 
7 Arnold, Magda. (1960). Emotion and Personality: Vol. 1. Psychological Aspects. New York: 
Columbia University Press  
Arnold, Magda. (1960). Emotion and Personality: Vol. 2. Physiological Aspects. NewYork: 
Columbia University Press. 
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object as fitting the appraisal.  Many contemporary researchers have 

expanded and refined Arnoldʼs ideas with perhaps the most notable appraisal 

based research program having been developed by Richard Lazarus.8 

  Early in the twentieth century W. McDougall developed one of the first 

evolutionary theories of emotions focusing on the behavioral aspect of 

emotion.9  He argued that human emotions consist of an inherited set of 

instincts (specifically he proposed seven of them) that developed because 

each solved a specific, recurrent adaptive problem.  More recently, other 

researchers, such as Nico Frijda, have refined the mechanisms involved in the 

explanation but maintained the ecological and behavioral focus.10  Frijda 

argues that action potentials, understood as states of readiness to respond, 

associated with the emotions are adaptive responses to events that have been 

important in the environment of our evolutionary past and remain important in 

our current environment.  Yet, incidentally, Darwin who is credited with 

inspiring the modern psychoevolutionary approach claims in The Expression 

of the Emotions in Man and Animals that many of the emotions adults 

experience are: “so firmly fixed and inherited, that they are performed, even 

when not of the least use.”11  Paul Ekman and Carroll Izard are notably among 

                                                 
8 Lazarus, R.S. (1991). Emotion and Adaptation. New York: Oxford University Press. 
9 McDougall, W. (1928). Emotion and Feeling Distinguished. Feelings and Emotions: the 
Wittenberg Symposium. Worcester, MA: Clark University Press, p. 200-205. 
10 Frijda, N.H. (1986). The Emotions. Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press. 
11 Darwin, Charles. (1916). The Expression of the Emotion in Man and Animals. New York: D. 
Appleton and Company. 
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those contemporary researchers who have endorsed a biological, evolutionary 

based approached to studying emotion.12 

This brief historical synopsis illustrates the initial controversy over what 

the necessary and sufficient conditions are for the occurrence of an emotion.  

Today, the focus of the controversy has shifted away from arguing for the 

sufficiency or necessity of individual components and instead researchers 

understand this historical controversy as suggesting that a complete theory of 

emotion needs to minimally explain the physiological, the cognitive, and the 

behavioral component of emotions.  Although many researchers still focus 

their research on the primacy of one of these components. 

Contemporary Hybrid Theories 

Many researchers in addition to recognizing the importance of these 

three major components of emotion often add more components to the mix.  

Most contemporary theories of emotion are what can be called hybrid 

theories—theories that claim that an emotion is essentially constituted by a 

number of components.  Most contemporary hybrid theories can be described 

as either adhering to what can be termed the package view or the component 

view.  Those who endorse the package view believe that all the components of 

an emotion are triggered by a common causal mechanism in the brain and the 

                                                 
12 Ekman, Paul. (1993). Facial Expression and Emotion. American Psychologist. Vol. 48, No. 
4, 384-392. 
Izard, Carroll E. (1992). Basic Emotions, Relations Among Emotions, and Emotion-Cognition 
Relations. Psychological Review. Vol. 99, No. 3, 561-565. 
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result is a discrete emotion state or emotion experience that can be 

characterized as a discrete entity.  The primary alternative view—the 

component view—suggests that emotions are not inherently discrete entities, 

but instead that each component is independently manifested and that the 

joint occurrence of a subset of these components is sufficient for emotion 

experience.  For example, Lisa Feldman Barrett adheres to the component 

view.  She claims that most natural kind theorists are guilty of an error of 

arbitrary aggregation; the error being that the package view theorists are 

falsely assuming the aggregation of the components of emotion experience.13 

Hence, while historically the divide among emotion theorists focused on 

identifying which components were essential to emotion, the contemporary 

divide is primarily a result of divergent explanations regarding how if a number 

of components are part of emotion, that these components are able to hang 

together as a coherent whole.  The package view theorists typically explain the 

cohesiveness of emotions as resulting from a common causal process that 

necessarily instantiates the components of emotion together.  The component 

theorists explain the cohesiveness as a product of experience and argue that 

this experienced cohesiveness (or discreteness) results from independently 

manifesting components.   

 
                                                 
13 Barrett, Lisa Feldman (2006). Are emotions natural kinds? Perspectives on Psychological 
Science. Vol. 1, No.1, 28-58. 
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2. Motivations and Methodology 

My sympathies lie squarely with the component view theorists and I 

agree with Barrettʼs claim that many emotion theorists are guilty of committing 

the error of arbitrary aggregation.  However, as Barrett and other component 

theorists have pointed out, this is only one of multiple potentially problematic 

assumptions.  Accordingly, the reason that I find many contemporary theories 

of emotion inadequate is derivative upon their having been constructed from a 

set of unjustified assumptions.  Hence, I begin this project by arguing for the 

rejection of five foundational assumptions commonly embraced by emotion 

researchers.  Following that, in starting from a more theoretically neutral 

grounding, I construct a positive theory of emotion with the goal of providing an 

explanatory framework for telling a causal story about how the independently 

manifested components of emotion result in what can be experienced as 

discrete emotions.  The model I develop will be based on the idea that 

emotions are multimodal constructs.  As I will argue, in addition to being an 

independently appealing theoretical model of emotion experience this model 

has a number of explanatory advantages.  

The bulk of this project is descriptive and I view myself as engaging in 

theoretical descriptive psychology and then discussing some of the normative 

implications of this descriptive research.  Psychological theories tend to be 

empirically motivated projects whereas I view my project as philosophically 
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motivated.  I understand empirically motivated projects as constrained in two 

ways.  One, researchers who are empirically motivated are focused on 

developing a theory that explains previous data and that is consistent with 

certain assumptions.  Two, there is a focus on developing a theory from which 

one can devise implementable experiments that will result in measureable 

data that can be interpreted so as to either help confirm or disconfirm the 

theory.   

In contrast, in being philosophically motivated my project begins with 

asking questions and seeking answers in the initial absence of these empirical 

concerns.  Hence, this methodology provides the potential theoretical freedom 

to ask different questions and to construct different theories than if I was pre-

committed or constrained by empirical concerns.  However, in being 

philosophically motivated this is not to suggest that the project ignores the 

empirical.  Rather, the project is empirically responsible where empirical 

responsibility is understood as the idea that given a potential theory it would 

count against a theory if it was inconsistent with some substantial portion of 

previous data and it would count in favor of a theory if it was consistent with 

and able to explain some substantial or interesting portion of already existing 

data.   

Moreover, a well-developed philosophically motivated theory that seeks 

to explain a scientific phenomenon will yield suggestions for experiments that 
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would aid in either confirming or disconfirming the theory.  The difference is 

that these experiments might not be easily or even possibly implementable 

given current pragmatic constraints in the world and might not result in easily 

measurable or interpretable data.  So while the theory I construct is not 

motivated by either past or future empirical results, the theory is both 

biologically plausible and plausible with respect to folk psychology.  Perhaps, 

one might argue that ultimately the model I propose will be too far out of reach 

from the existing models and accepted knowledge of the field of emotion.  

While I do not intend the model I propose to be radical and rather view it as 

both theoretically and empirically plausible, I do understand that the view I am 

proposing is somewhat of a paradigm shift and that perhaps the correct model 

in the end will shift more towards theoretical middle ground.  However, if that 

turns out to be the case, then there are still virtues of proposing a model that 

stimulates asking the types of questions and conducting the sorts of 

experiments needed to arrive at this middle ground instead of staying within 

the realm of accepted theories. 

3. Important Distinctions 

Up until this point I have been using the terms emotion, emotion state, 

and emotion experience rather loosely, but prior to proceeding it will be helpful 

to draw a distinction between these three terms.  An emotion state is a set of 

states typically including, but not limited to, cognitive, behavioral, and bodily 
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states.  An emotion experience is an emotion state plus a set of phenomenal 

states.  The folk psychology concept of emotion best corresponds to what I 

term emotion experience while the concept of emotion most researchers 

employ best corresponds to what I term an emotion state.  This is because 

emotion experience, by including phenomenal states, includes the first person 

experience, the what it is like, that is so important for folk psychology whereas 

the what it is like introduces a potentially confounding element of subjectivity 

into researchers studying emotion since many of the other states of emotion 

can be assessed via third personal measures.  The phenomenon that I am 

primarily interested in understanding is emotion experience, so when I refer to 

emotion it is most likely the folk psychological understanding of emotion, i.e. 

emotion experience, that I am referencing. 

Categorizing is going to play a critical role in the explanation of emotion 

experience so I will have much more to say about it later, but I will introduce at 

this point a distinction between the terms categorizing, category construction, 

and labeling in order to help highlight the work accomplished by the 

categorization process.  Categorizing and especially category construction 

requires far more cognitive work than does labeling.  Labeling is simply adding 

the final polish to the work that categorization has accomplished; it is attaching 

a verbal tag to an already established and selected category or concept. For 

example, most of us as relatively young children learned to identify fruits and 
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vegetables.  If a child is presented with a picture of an apple, carrot, and 

banana and asked what each of these pieces of fruit is then this would be a 

labeling task.  The child is attaching an already established verbal tag to a 

selected member of an already defined group.  If instead the child is presented 

with a picture that illustrates a wide selection of fruits and vegetables and is 

asked to identify which objects in this picture are fruits then this would be a 

categorization task.  The child has to select from a number of potential options 

which members appropriately belong to the predefined group of fruits.  If yet 

instead the child is shown a picture of fruits and vegetables prior to having 

been taught about the differences between fruits and vegetables and is asked 

to separate out the objects in the picture into two groups then this would be a 

categorization construction task.  The child would have to choose and discern 

which features of the food would count as defining characteristics for 

membership in each of the two different groups in addition to then 

appropriately applying these categories to the potential members illustrated in 

the picture.  Hence, this third task involves both category construction and 

categorizing.  The distinction between these three terms will be important in 

the argument for the claim that with regard to emotion concepts we have to 

learn to both construct categories of emotions and to categorize an instance of 

an emotion experience in this strong sense of categorize; we do not only learn 

to label emotion experiences with the appropriate emotion concept.  
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I should also quickly introduce at this initial stage my endorsement of a 

resemblance based view of concepts.  There are a number of competing 

resemblance based alternatives and the theory I construct is compatible with a 

number of these alternatives, if not all of them.  The critical defining feature of 

these accounts is that concept categorization is based on resemblance in 

contrast to necessary and sufficient conditions.  The advantage of 

resemblance is that it is a scalar feature which allows different exemplars of a 

category to more or less resemble the prototype for a proposed category.  This 

more accurately reflects categories in the world and how we employ these 

categories than does the binary nature of categorizing based on necessary 

and sufficient conditions. 

4. Chapter Previews 

In broad terms, the project focuses on accomplishing the following four 

goals: 

(1) critique the theoretical machinery involved in contemporary theories 
     of emotion   
(2) present a theoretical model of emotion experience that avoids the  
      conceptual pitfalls indentified in this critique  
(3) discuss the epistemological role of emotions 
(4) discuss the motivational role of emotions  
 

Chapter Two focuses on goal (1), Chapter Three focuses on goal (2), Chapter 

Four focuses on goal (3) and Chapter Five focuses on goal (4).  What follows 

is a brief summary of how each of the remaining chapters will address these 

broad goals.  
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Chapter Two: Emotions and the Demarcation Problems 

I begin by identifying two problems that a substantive theory of emotion 

should be able to address.  The global demarcation problem is the problem of 

identifying emotions as distinct from other folk psychological categories such 

as reasons or desires.  The local demarcation problem is the problem of 

differentiating within the class of emotions the different types of emotion, e.g. 

happiness, sadness, anger.  A popular answer to the local demarcation 

problem has been to claim that there is a set of basic emotions such that each 

basic emotion has some signature features or properties which uniquely 

differentiate each of the basic emotions both from other emotions and from 

states belonging to other psychological categories.  I argue against the basic 

emotions approach and then further attack some of the fundamental 

assumptions underlying this approach.  The assumptions I attack are best 

understood as representing a view about the nature of emotions as embraced 

by biological reductionists and natural kind theorists.  Biological reductionists 

argue that emotions are universal and innate and natural kind theorists argue 

that emotions are natural kinds and are discrete entities.  I argue against both 

the biological reductionist and natural kind theorist answers to these problems 

and identify the conceptual problems inherent in embracing either of these 

positions.  These conceptual problems suggest that an alternative 

methodological approach to studying emotion is needed.  An alternative 
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approach is hinted at in this chapter and then further developed and followed 

in the next chapter.  At that point I then provide answers to both the both the 

local and global demarcation problems. 

Chapter Three: Emotion Experience Explained 

This chapter is primarily focused on developing a theoretical model for 

explaining the process of constructing emotion experience based on the 

insight that emotions are multimodal constructs, i.e. emotions are the result of 

the constructive categorization of independently existing components.  I 

discuss each of the five components of emotion experience—representation, 

feeling, evaluation, behavior and phenomenology—both as an independently 

manifesting component of experience and specifically as a component of 

emotion experience.  In discussing representation, I endorse Rick Grushʼs 

emulation based account of representation and perception.14  I then co-opt the 

principles of this emulation framework in order to discuss how Antonio 

Damasioʼs theory of feelings can be modified in light of this framework so as to 

better account both for how feelings are constructed and to better explain how 

the feeling component of emotion is integrated with and is both responsive to 

and influential upon the other components of emotion experience.15  Having 

explained the components of emotion experience, I then tackle the task of 

                                                 
14 Grush, Rick. (2004). The Emulation Theory of Representation: Motor Control, Imagery, and 
Perception. Behavioral and Brain Sciences. Vol. 27, 377-442. 
15 Damasio, Antonio R. (1994). Descartesʼ Error: Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain. 
New York: Avon Books, Inc. 
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explaining how these components are assembled so as to construct what we 

identify as emotion experiences.  The result is the multimodal construct model 

(MCM) which characterizes emotion experiences as being the result of a 

temporally extended, feedback oriented, multimodal process.  Lastly, I 

compare and contrast the MCM with the closest existing models and discuss 

some of the specific explanatory advantages of the MCM with regard to topics 

such as cross cultural differences in emotion and emotional development. 

Chapter Four: The Epistemological Role of Emotions 

In this chapter, I discuss the epistemological role of emotions as related 

to three different processes: self-deception, empathy, and moral reasoning.  

Emotions are typically thought to potentially serve as a valuable indicator of an 

individualʼs evaluative response to an event, person, or object.  I argue that 

while this is true, caution is in order given the potential for self-deception.  I 

distinguish between two different ways in which a person can be self-deceived 

about their emotion experience and I provide an account for each of these 

ways.  Second, I focus on empathy where empathy is understood as the 

process of acquiring a new feeling.  I adopt Justin DʼArms framework for 

understanding the ways in which empathy can lead an individual to new 

insights and I show how by incorporating the MCM into his framework a fuller 

explanation of the processes involved in his claims can be provided.16  The 

                                                 
16 DʼArms, Justin. (2000). Empathy and Evaluative Inquiry. Chicago-Kent Law Review. Vol. 74, 
1466-1500. 



 

 

18 

third process I focus on is moral reasoning.  I explicate Jesse Prinzʼs claim 

that emotions are sufficient for moral judgments.17  His argument relies on 

examining the empirical data from experiments on disgust.  I argue that these 

experiments fail to establish his claim, but do succeed in highlighting the way 

in which emotions are an important part of the process of moral perception.  

This discussion yields a suggested epistemological role for emotions based on 

their potential to call an agentʼs attention to the morally salient features of a 

situation. 

Chapter Five: The Motivational Role of Emotions 

 In this chapter, I focus on discussing the potential role of emotion in 

moral motivation.  I approach this issue via a related issue of moral agency.  In 

doing my intentions are twofold: one, to provide further insight into the role of 

emotion in moral motivation and moral capacities broadly construed; two, to 

suggest an account of moral agency that highlights the importance of emotion 

in the development of a moral agentʼs moral capacities.  I argue that moral 

agency requires that a person have the capacity for both moral judgment and 

moral motivation.  I then examine in depth the conditions of individuals with 

psychopathy, autism, and acquired sociopathy.  These conditions all involve 

both emotional and social impairments although how these impairments are 

manifested is unique in each of these conditions. Examining the moral 

                                                 
17 Prinz, Jesse. (2006). The Emotional Basis of Moral Judgments. Philosophical Explorations. 
Vol. 9, No. 1, 29-43. 
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capacities of these different conditions and the role that emotion plays in the 

development and execution of moral capacities results in three suggested 

primary roles that emotion plays in moral motivation.    
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CHAPTER TWO 

EMOTIONS AND THE DEMARCATION PROBLEMS 
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There are two primary demarcation problems that a substantive theory 

of emotion should be able to address. The first demarcation problem, call this 

the global demarcation problem, is the problem of identifying emotions as 

distinct from other folk psychological categories such as reasons or desires.  

The second demarcation problem, call this the local demarcation problem, is 

the problem of differentiating within the class of emotions the different types of 

emotion, e.g. happiness, sadness, anger.   

A popular answer to the local demarcation problem has been to claim 

that there is a set of basic emotions such that each basic emotion has some 

signature features or properties which uniquely differentiate each of the basic 

emotions both from other emotions and from states belonging to other 

psychological categories. The local demarcation problem has recently 

received considerably more attention than the global demarcation problem.  

The apparent justification for this approach is that if one understands what 

types of properties distinguish different emotions then one can extrapolate and 

claim that these categories of properties are what differentiate emotions from 

other psychological or physiological phenomena. 

However, the basic emotions discussions are incredibly muddied 

because there are nearly as many ways to understand what it means for an 

emotion to be basic as there are theorists involved in the discussion.  In the 

first section, I discuss the arguments in favor of basic emotions with a 
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particular focus on the arguments based on the study of facial expressions.  I 

conclude that ultimately the designation of a set of emotions as basic is a 

theoretically unhelpful distinction. 

There are some common assumptions that most, if not all, basic 

emotion theorists endorse.  I motivate a deep skepticism toward these 

assumptions in the next two sections.  In undermining the foundational 

assumptions of the basic emotions view, the discussion will constitute a further 

argument against the claim that there are basic emotions. 

The assumptions I attack are best understood as representing a view 

about the nature of emotions as embraced by biological reductionists and 

natural kind theorists.  Biological reductionists argue that emotions are 

universal and innate and natural kind theorists argue that emotions are natural 

kinds and are discrete entities.  These two views are not mutually exclusive, 

but rather many theorists embrace all of these foundational assumptions about 

the nature of emotion.  

In order to address the local demarcation problem, I argue against both 

the biological reductionists and the natural kind theorists in sections two and 

three respectively in order to undermine the idea that emotions are the type of 

entity that is universally and naturally differentiated.  Beyond being interested 

in developing an understanding of what emotions are there are in addition 

methodological reasons for motivating a strong skepticism towards these 
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claims.  These methodological reasons point in the direction of developing a 

new understanding about the nature of emotions.  I purse this direction in next 

chapter by developing a positive account of what an emotion is that avoids 

these conceptual pitfalls as well as yields further explanatory benefits.  In the 

course of developing this account I provide at least preliminary answers to the 

both the local and global demarcation problems. 

1. Basic Emotions 

Despite the proliferation of claims regarding the existence of basic 

emotions there is little consensus in the field about what the criteria are for 

classifying emotions as basic and which emotions meet this criteria.  For 

example, neuroscientist Jaak Panksepp lists the basic emotions as seeking, 

rage, fear, lust, care, panic, and play while philosopher Justin Oatley claims 

happiness, sadness, anxiety, anger, disgust are the basic emotions and 

psychologist Paul Ekman lists anger, disgust, fear, joy, sadness and surprise 

as basic.18 

More problematic though than the lack of consensus over which emotions 

are basic and how many emotions are basic is the lack of clarity regarding 

what ideas are grounding how these lists of basic emotions are constructed.  

                                                 
18 Panksepp, J. (1998). Affective neuroscience: The foundations of human and animal 
emotions. New York: Oxford University Press. 
Oakley, Justin. (1992). Morality and the Emotions. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul. 
Ekman, Paul. (1992). An Argument for Basic Emotions. Cognition & Emotion. Vol 6, No.3-4, 
169-200. 
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In other words, what does it mean to claim that something is basic?  Shweder 

attempts to answer this question writing: 

The idea of a basic object, term, or concept has been used quite 
variously to connote any or all of the following: the elementary, 
the inherent, the salient, the abstract, the widely distributed, the 
empirically universal, the logically necessary, the functionally 
indispensable, the important, the natural, the deeply seated, the 
unalterable, the perceivable, the minimal set, the ontogenetically 
original, the phylogenetically original, the generic in a taxonomic 
scheme of classification, the level at which perception, thought, 
memory, and communication takes place. There may be other 
senses as well.19 
 

While Shwederʼs list might overstate the variety of ways in which the term 

“basic” is understood with respect to emotions, his general point that there is 

great ambiguity regarding what it means for an object, or in this case an 

emotion, to be basic is quite accurate.  There is an abundance of conflicts in 

the literature involved in unpacking the claim that there are basic emotions.  In 

this section I focus on discussing two major conflicts:  the level of classification 

and the organizing principle conflict.  I argue that these intense and 

foundational conflicts regarding the classifications of emotions as basic 

suggests that basic emotions are a construction as opposed to a discovery.  

Hence, if basicness is a disputed socially constructed notion, then the claim 

that there are basic emotions forms an unstable theoretical platform from 

which to ground and develop a theory of emotion. 

                                                 
19 Shweder, Richard. (1994). Are there basic emotions? in The nature of emotion: 
Fundamental questions. Series in Affective Science ed. by Ekman, Paul and Davidson, 
Richard J. New York: Oxford University Press. 
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The Level of Classification Conflict 

The level of classification conflict draws upon Mervis and Roschʼs 

pioneering work on concepts in which they outlined four basic levels of 

classification.20  The levels of classification are the inclusive form, generic 

class, specific type, and subtype or variety.  An example of how these levels of 

classification are used can be drawn from a simplified folk classification of 

household goods.  The inclusive form would be household goods, the generic 

class—furniture, the specific type—chair and the subtype or variety—kitchen 

chair.   

Emotions can be classified in a similar manner, however the critical 

question is which level of classification is the basic level.  According to Mervis 

and Rosch, level two is the basic level because it is the level at which 

categories maximize within-category similarity relative to between-category 

similarity.  Some emotion theorists support this view (e.g. Ekman and Izard), 

yet others (e.g. Plutchik, Oatley, and Johnson-Laird) want to identify the first 

level as basic.  Still other theorists (e.g. Panksepp) have argued that the most 

inclusive or superordinate categories within a hierarchy should be taken as 

basic.   

The level that is identified as basic influences which emotions are 

considered basic and how the relations between emotions are understood.  

                                                 
20 Rosch, Eleanor and Mervis, Carolyn. (1975). Family resemblances: Studies in the internal 
structure of categories. Cognitive Psychology. Vol 7, No.4, 573-605.     



 

 

26 

For example, some researchers who identify basic emotions as those at the 

first level suggest that basic emotions are like atomic building blocks from 

which all other emotions can be constructed, e.g. anger and sadness are basic 

emotions which can be combined to form the non-basic emotion 

disappointment.  In contrast, identifying basic emotions at a higher level 

suggests that basic emotions are inclusive emotion categories that encompass 

all of the subvarieties of emotion, e.g. happiness is a basic emotion which 

includes the related non-basic emotions elation, contentment, and joy.  

Identifying emotions at a still higher level of classification typically yields the 

fewest number of basic emotions and is often based on a quite primitive 

difference such as valence which essentially divides the emotions into two 

categories: positive and negative.  

The Organization Principle Conflict 

The other conflict revolves around the fact that there are three different 

sets of primitive criteria that might be employed to classify emotions as basic: 

biological, psychological, or social.  It is not obvious which of these 

perspectives should be privileged.  On the one hand, the biological precedes 

the psychological or the social which suggests that the biological criteria are 

the most basic. Yet, on the other hand, James Averill suggests that if we are 

talking about basic emotions in terms of the standard emotions recognized 

and named within a culture then social principles become the primary 
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determinant of the form emotion takes.21  Yet, Averill argues that social and 

biological principles can only be manifested through the behavior of individuals 

and then from this perspective psychological principles appear the most basic.   

Averill provocatively asks: “Does being basic refer to a logical feature of 

a classification scheme or does it also say something about the objects 

classified?”  Averill presents a strong argument in favor of the former 

suggestion.  He thinks that being basic is a property of our concepts of 

emotions, but not of our emotions.  He argues that while surely some emotion 

concepts are basic within some classification scheme, it does not follow that 

the corresponding emotion is more fundamental or universal than other 

emotions.   Averill argues not that researchers should entirely abandon 

classification schemes, but that researchers should acknowledge that to select 

particular principles or levels of categorization is an a priori assumption and 

not an empirical discovery.  Such an acknowledgement suggests that 

centering a research program on basic emotions is suspect since such 

programs rather than having the proclaimed virtue of being grounded in natural 

facts instead have the vice of being bound to a theoretically laden starting 

point grounded in a priori assumptions. 

Yet, given the prevalent belief in basic emotions, before entirely 

dismissing the issue, I will examine two of the primary senses in which 
                                                 
21 Averill, James. (1994). Are there basic emotions? In The nature of emotion: Fundamental 
questions. Series in Affective Science ed. by Ekman, Paul and Davidson, Richard J. New 
York: Oxford University Press. 
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theorists have argued that emotions are basic, since the basic emotions 

framework, while perhaps failing to latch onto natural kinds could still be a 

pragmatically informative research platform.  Andrew Ortony and Terence 

Turner in their classic article “Whatʼs Basic about Basic Emotions?” examine 

these two senses—the biological and the psychological—and argue against 

basic emotions from either perspective. 22  They claim that the idea of an 

emotion being basic is either an a priori or a constructed classification scheme 

and go so far as to suggest that the basic emotions position might just be a 

matter faith as opposed to a theoretically or empirically defensible basis from 

which to approach the study of emotion. 

The Biologically Grounded Argument for Basic Emotions 

Most emotions theorists who conceive of emotions as biologically 

primitive believe that basic emotions posses particular evolutionary 

significance.  If there are basic emotions in this biological sense then one 

might expect the following three implications to hold:  

(1) Species phylogenetically close to humans will exhibit basic 
                 emotions.  

(2) Neurophysiological or anatomical evidence of basic emotions  
      will be found in all “normal” members of species.  
(3) Emotions will be, in at least some sense, universal.  
 

Most researchers who endorse basic emotions from an evolutionary 

perspective, simply assume this perspective, and proceed forward without 

                                                 
22 Ortony, Anthony and Turner, Terence J. (1990). Whatʼs Basic About Basic Emotions? 
Psychological Review, Vol. 97, No. 3, 315-331. 
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providing an argument for adopting such a perspective.23  Paul Ekman and 

Carroll Izzard are two notable exceptions to this otherwise fair observation.24  

Both Ekman and Izzard have used their research focused on facial 

expressions to provide data for their arguments in support of basic emotions. 

Ortony and Turner acknowledge Ekman and Izardʼs facial expression 

data as the best available evidence in support of a biologically based basic 

emotions view, yet argue that this evidence fails to prove the truth of the view.  

They claim that the universal production of facial expressions is neither a 

necessary nor a sufficient condition for basic emotions.  Against the sufficiency 

claim, Ortony and Turner argue that people make facial expressions for things 

that are not emotions.  Against the necessity claim, they argue that the co-

occurrence of subcomponents of facial expressions does not prove that the 

subcomponents are biologically hardwired to co-occur in particular, set 

patterns because in general there is no reason to suppose that properties of 

parts are inherited as properties of the whole.  Hence, it does not follow from 

the fact that individual sub-components of facial expression might have the 

property of being hardwired that facial expressions composed of multiple 

subcomponents have the property of being hardwired.   

                                                 
23 Prinz, Jesse. (2004). Gut Reactions: A Perceptual Theory of Emotions. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. 
24 Ekman, P., Friesen, W.V., and Ellsworth, P. (1972). Emotion in the Human Face. New York: 
Pergamon Press. 
Izard, Caroll. (1971). The Face of Emotion. New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts. 
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Ortony and Turner argue that the generative basis of emotions appears 

to reside in subcomponents, not in basic emotions; that is the range of 

emotion humans exhibit appears to be a product of the ways in which the sub-

components of facial expressions can be combined together into a single 

expression rather than a product of the basic facial expressions Ekman 

identifies.  Accordingly they suggest that: “It might be more profitable to 

consider the linkage between certain components of emotions and other 

components of expressions as being basic and biologically given than it is to 

attribute this property to the emotions themselves.”25  As an example, they 

consider the prototypical facial expression of anger and break it down into four 

potential subcomponents: furrowed brow expressing frustrating, bared teeth in 

an open, square mouth expressing aggression, compression of lips indicating 

determination or resolve, and raised eyelids indicating devotion of visual 

attention to environment.  Ortony and Turnerʼs example is suggestive of their 

idea that each of these subcomponents of the prototypical anger face might be 

hardwired and grounded in an informative biological explanation.  This directly 

contrasts with Ekman who wants to study the anger face as a hardwired 

expression representing the basic emotion anger sans subcomponents. 

  In a direct reply to Ortony and Turner, Ekman claims that their point that 

facial expressions are made for reasons that are not emotions is a 

                                                 
25 Ortony, Anthony and Turner, Terence J. ibid. p. 321. 
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strawman.26 Ekman claims that no one denies this writing: “Of course facial 

expressions occur without emotion, and the fact that they do is not relevant to 

whether there are universal facial expressions of emotion.”27  But in light of 

Ortony and Turnerʼs claim that universal facial expressions are not a sufficient 

condition for basic emotions this fact is relevant.  If universal facial 

expressions occur without emotion, then the existence of universal facial 

expressions is no guarantee that basic emotions exist.  Moreover, the fact that 

facial expressions occur in multiple contexts is relevant evidence in support of 

Ortony and Turnerʼs claim that subcomponents of facial expressions of 

emotion occur in multiple contexts. 

In response to Ortony and Turnerʼs suggestion that facial expressions 

can be broken down into subcomponents Ekman writes:   

There is not a shred of evidence that the four single muscular 
actions [referencing their anger example] that Ortony and Turner 
described have universal significance…Ortony and Turner 
presumed not only that each of the muscles involved in an 
emotional display has some universal meaning, but it implied 
that all facial expressions of emotion are composed of more than 
one element.  That is not substantiated by those who have 
actually measured facial behavior.28  
 

Ekmanʼs argument is misdirected since Ortony and Turner only present the 

breakdown of the anger face as a hypothetical example to make a theoretical 

point that they acknowledged is yet to be substantiated by data.  The success 
                                                 
26 Ekman, Paul. (1992). Are there basic emotions? Psychological Review. Vol. 99, No. 3, 550-
553. 
27 Ekman, Paul. Ibid. p. 551. 
28 Ekman, Paul. Ibid. p. 551. 
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of their negative argument is independent of either of the faults Ekman points 

out with their view.  The first fault being that it requires that all subcomponents 

have universal meaning and the second fault being the assumption that facial 

expressions are all composed of more than one element.   

In response to the former point, it might be the case that the 

subcomponents of facial expression have universal meaning, but this is a fact 

above and beyond the minimal fact that Ortony and Turner need to prove, 

which is that there are subcomponents of facial expressions that occur in other 

contexts. Maybe these subcomponents have universal meaning or maybe not.  

Perhaps subcomponents simply represent the different facial expressions 

humans are capable of making since likely there is a limited number of facial 

movements a human face is capable of producing.   

In response to the latter point, Ortony and Turner never claim that all 

facial expressions have subcomponents.  They primarily are concerned with 

arguing that the facial expressions researchers connect to basic emotions 

have subcomponents.  This clearly seems true in all cases except for disgust, 

whose status as an emotion is debatable.  Moreover, even if one assumes that 

disgust is a basic emotion, none of the basic emotion researchers would be 

satisfied if disgust turns out to be the only basic emotion. 

Ekman also addresses the question Ortony and Turner raise, as have 

many others: Why care about basic emotions?  Ekmanʼs response is that the 
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basic emotions research paradigm directly led to both the search for 

universality among emotions and the search for emotion-specific physiology.  

This is a weak response.  While methodologically I support asking questions 

and raising theories to inform the direction of scientific research, at this time, 

and even at the time Ekman was writing, these two ideas of universality and 

emotion-specific physiology were widely known.  Accordingly, it seems 

disadvantageous to embrace such a general research program as the basic 

emotions approach and that rather it would be more beneficial to instead focus 

on more specific claims about the nature of emotion.  Universality and 

emotion-specific physiology might both be true even if the claim that there are 

basic emotions is false.   Hence, if this is the only reason one is clinging onto 

basic emotions, then Ekmanʼs point rather than speaking in favor of keeping 

the approach makes the point that this approach should be abandoned.  

Moreover, Ekmanʼs work suggests that what he cares most about is these 

more specific claims.  Though, in another paper from a similar time period, he 

suggests that the term basic is used to convey two things where again one is 

the important role that evolution has played in shaping emotions and the other 

is that “there are a number of separate emotions that differ from each other in 

important ways.”  Here Ekman commits himself not so much to a claim about 

emotion-specific physiology, but instead to the claim that emotions are 

discrete.  
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In Ekmanʼs most recent expression of his theory regarding basic 

emotions, Ekman suggests a slightly different reason for embracing the basic 

emotions approach.29  He acknowledges that he does not allow for non-basic 

emotions which raises the question of the utility of labeling emotions as basic.  

His answer is that “it underlines the differences between this and other 

viewpoints and approaches to emotion, which do not consider emotions to be 

separate from one another and/or do not take an evolutionary viewpoint.”  

Additionally, he points out that the basic emotions framework allows for a 

distinction between emotions and other affective phenomena such as moods.   

With respect to the latter point, this is hardly a distinction that is unique 

to the basic emotions framework.  I am unaware of any emotion researchers 

who do not make such distinctions.  Moreover, Ekman himself does not 

suggest, nor can I discern, anything about the basic emotion framework that 

allows for particularly appealing or logical means of making such distinctions 

that are unique to the basic emotions approach.   

With respect to the former point, Ekman is in this context using the term 

basic as a rhetorical marker indicative of the theoretical commitments of his 

research program despite the fact that the usefulness of this term has expired.  

Perhaps, if there was a unified camp of basic emotions theorists, then this 

would provide compelling pragmatic reasons to employ the term basic, but 

                                                 
29 Ekman, Paul. (1999). Basic Emotions in Handbook of cognition and emotion ed. by 
Dalgleish, Tim and Power, Mick J. New York: John Wiley & Sons Ltd. p.45-60. 
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since basic emotions theorists still disagree about what a basic emotions 

approach entails and some would reject the priority of the evolutionary 

standpoint—one of the hallmark claims for the basic emotions approach 

according to Ekman—there are no such pragmatic reasons. 

The Psychologically Grounded Argument for Basic Emotions 

The other claim that Ortony and Turner address is the claim that 

emotions are psychologically basic.  Solomon points out that there are two 

primary senses in which the term “basic” is used: foundational or significant.30  

Those who support the foundational interpretation of basic suggest that basic 

emotions are a “fundamental, non-reducible unit of emotional life.”  Those who 

support the significance interpretation of basic identify basic emotions as those 

emotions that play the most significant roles in human psychology.   

Ortony and Turner argue that there is a problem of regress with 

identifying emotions as psychologically basic in the foundational sense.  Any 

explanation of an emotion as basic in this sense will always involve an appeal 

to another emotion or emotion component since there is no criterion for 

basicness.  While there might be ways around this potential problem, emotion 

theories grounded in this perspective are still fundamentally problematic.   

                                                 
30 Solomon, Robert C. (2002). Back to Basics: On the Very Idea of “Basic Emotions.” Journal 
for the Theory of Social Behavior, Vol. 32, No. 2, 115-144. 
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The most well known theory in this camp has been developed by 

Robert Plutchik.31  He analogizes emotions to colors and suggests that similar 

to how there is a basic set of colors from which all others colors can be 

derived via appropriate blending there is a basic set of emotions from which all 

other emotions can be derived.  However, in remains unclear in his theory and 

in other emotion blending theories, precisely what it means to blend emotions.  

Thinking about how exactly two emotions might blend, it is hard to construct a 

story about how this might happen without resorting to an explanation that 

involves the components of emotion.  However, a component based 

explanation would have to broadly endorse the idea that there is a limited 

subset of components of emotion that combine in different ways to form 

different emotions.  And this is very different from claiming that emotions 

holistically blend and combine to form different emotions.  Moreover, the fact 

that there is an identified set of entities from which a larger set of entities can 

be reconstructed does not entail that the original set is basic.  Plutchik 

analogizes emotions to color, but color is a prime example in which there are 

multiple sets of “basic” colors that can be used to reconstruct the entire color 

wheel.  

Ortony and Turner observe that given the lack of an established 

criterion for basicness in the foundational sense, it seems like mostly what is 

                                                 
31 Plutchik Robert. (1980). Emotion: A Psychoevolutionary Synthesis. New York: Harper & 
Row. 
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basic, turns out to be what is popular, common, or salient.  But, as they argue, 

“whatever basic emotions may be, their identity cannot be determined by a 

popularity poll.”32   

A similar problem arises when considering emotions as basic in the 

significance sense because given the lack of established criteria for 

significance the determining factor typically becomes popularity.  The lack of 

an established significance criterion is unsurprising since psychologically 

significant emotions (in the folk psychological sense of significance) vary 

interpersonally, intrapersonally, and culturally.   

Ortony and Turner conclude their arguments claiming the basic 

emotions view is false and that “to believe otherwise is to adhere to an 

unsubstantiated and probably unsubstantiable dogma—an air, earth, fire, and 

water theory of emotion.”33  The rhetorical flourish of this statement aside, their 

conclusion—that there are not substantive, defensible reasons for embracing 

the basic emotions approach—is correct.  Clearly, it is a more fruitful approach 

to consider general theoretical claims about emotion on an individual basis.  

This is where the interesting substance of the emotions debate currently 

resides and accordingly, at this point in time, applying the term basic to 

emotions is an arbitrary and theoretically unhelpful distinction.   

 

                                                 
32 Ortony, Anthony and Turner, Terence J. ibid. p. 325. 
33 Ortony, Anthony and Turner, Terence J. ibid. p. 329. 
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2. Biological Reductionism 

The innateness and universality claims while related should, if one is 

being careful, be treated as distinct, separable claims.  It is possible that 

emotions are innate, but not universal and vice versa.  Many human 

characteristics are considered innate, but are not universal, e.g. eye color.  

And many social conventions are universal, but are not considered innate, e.g. 

airport security.  Hence, it is a distinct logical possibility that emotions are 

universal, but not innate.  If universality is true given facts about the social 

construction of emotion, then universality is just a contingent fact about the 

world, but if universality is true because emotions are innate, then universality 

is a deep fact about the nature of emotions.   

The position of those who believe in universality as a deep fact is 

termed biological reductionism.34  Biological reductionists believe both that 

emotions are innate and that emotions are biologically based, universal 

adaptations.  

One suggested criterion for innateness is that if an emotion is pre-

coded in genetic material and is not learned, then the emotion is innate.  Prima 

facie this is a reasonable criterion, but the pragmatics of testing this claim 

have proven to be a significant obstacle.  Some set the standard at infancy 

believing that if infants can demonstrate an understanding of an emotion 

                                                 
34 I follow Jesse Prinzʼs terminology here. Prinz, Jesse. (2004). Gut Reactions: A Perceptual 
Theory of Emotions. Oxford University Press. 
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concept then this proves the innateness of that emotion.  Such early 

developmental studies are often treated with suspicion because many believe 

that emotion concepts are too complex to be fully grasped by infants.  

However, if researchers wait until children have further developed the level of 

mental and physical abilities hypothesized as required for understanding 

emotion concepts then this introduces many potential environmental 

confounds.  Hence, given these complications developmental studies are 

typically not regarded as strong support for the claim that emotions are innate. 

Accordingly, biological reductionists rarely, if ever, argue directly for the 

innateness claim but rather argue that their data generally support their 

position.  The data is normally more particularly directed at supporting the 

universality claim and innateness in many cases is assumed to follow (despite 

the distinctness and separate burdens of evidence of these two claims). 

At the forefront of the biological reductionist debate have been studies 

focusing on cross cultural facial recognition tasks.  Paul Ekman and Carroll 

Izzard have each conducted a number of these studies and fiercely advocate 

that their results prove the universality of emotions (or at least of a set of basic 

emotions) while James Russell has been extremely critical that their data 

warrants such a conclusion. 35  

                                                 
35 Ekman, Paul (1994). Strong Evidence for Universals in Facial Expressions: A Reply to 
Russell's Mistaken Critique. Psychological Bulletin. Vol. 115, No. 2, 268-287.   
Izard, Carroll. (1994). Innate and universal facial expressions: Evidence from developmental 
and cross-cultural research. Psychological Bulletin. Vol. 115, No. 2, 288-299. 
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The Universality Claim 

In order to understand what the content of the claim to universality is in 

these debates, it is helpful to examine a more recent critique by Russell and 

Fernandez-Dols.36   The claim to universal emotions is primarily supported 

based on a claim about the universality of emotion expression.  There is an 

assumption in place that if universal emotion expression is established, then 

the claim to universal emotions follows.  Russell and Fernandez-Dols point out 

that to establish the claim that there is universal emotions expression requires 

the truth of three propositions: 

(1) The same patterns of facial movement occur in all human 
      groups. 
(2) Observers in different societies attribute the same specific  
      emotions to those universal facial patterns. 
(3) Those same facial patterns are, indeed, manifestations of  
      those very emotions in all human societies. 
 

Russell and Fernandez-Dols argue that there is a decent amount of evidence 

attempting to establish (1) and (2) but that there is a curious lack of evidence 

to support (3) despite the fact that establishing the truth of (1) and (2) will not 

guarantee the truth of (3).  Evidence for (1) and (2) points toward establishing 

universality for emotion attribution, but evidence for (3) is required to establish 

universality for emotion expression.  Hence, Russell and Fernandez-Dols 

                                                                                                                                             
Russell, James (1994). Is There Universal Recognition of Emotion From Facial Expression? A 
Review of the Cross-Cultural Studies. Psychological Bulletin. Vol. 115, No. 1, 102-141. 
Russell, James. (1995). Facial Expressions of Emotion: What Lies Beyond Minimal 
Universality? Psychological Bulletin. Vol. 118, No. 3, 379-391. 
36 Russell, James and Fernandez-Dols, Jose. (1997). The Psychology of Facial Expression. 
Studies in emotion and social interaction, 2nd series. New York: Cambridge University Press. 
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argue that there is a logical flaw in Ekman and Izardʼs work in that that they 

assume that on the basis of having established (1) and (2) that they are 

entitled to conclude (3).   Universal emotion expression requires the truth of 

(1), (2), and (3) is the content of the claim to universality that biological 

reductionist embrace.  

While admitting that there is a decent amount of evidence directed 

towards the first two propositions, Russell and Fernandez-Dols at the same 

time express strong skepticism that this evidence is as successful as Ekman 

believes it is in establishing the truth of any of these universality claims.  In 

discussing Russellʼs criticisms and Ekman and Izardʼs responses in the 

aforementioned debate, I argue that their responses fail to establish that 

sufficient evidence exists to support their conceptual claims. 

Russellʼs Initial Critique of Ekman and Izard 

One set of Russellʼs criticisms is directed at the forced choice format 

that Ekman and Izard employed for most of their studies.  One problem 

Russell highlights is that the forced choice format is unable to differentiate 

cases in which the answer the respondent selects matches the spontaneous 

categorization she made in her head and cases in which the answer selected 

is some sort of next best option given the absence of the respondentʼs 

spontaneous categorization as an option.  To prove that this is a live 

possibility, Russell used faces from Ekmanʼs picture databank in a forced 
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choice format experiment and did not include the “right” answer.  Subjects still 

ended up with considerable convergence upon the “wrong” answer.  For 

example, shown an anger face, in the absence of an anger choice, 76% of 

subjects categorized the face as contempt.  And then when showed the 

contempt expression, subjects were given the four choices happiness, fear, 

surprise, interest, and then the fifth choice was varied as either boredom or 

disgust.  In the boredom condition 88.8% of subjects chose boredom and in 

the disgust condition subjects chose disgust 77.5% of the time.  

Russell did a follow up study in which he changed some technical 

details, but otherwise attempted to replicate the results of his first study.  He 

found that for a sadness face, again pulled from Ekmanʼs set of pictures, 

73.5% of subjects responded that the person was expressing fear and for the 

fear face 71.25% of subjects responded that the person was expressing 

surprise.  Russell explains that this is interesting because the results were not 

random, but rather subjects predictably chose the next best response despite 

researcher consensus that it was the wrong answer.  Russell claims that his 

results show that the forced choice format is not a reliable source of data, 

particularly when the selection of answers is not close together, which was the 

format of Ekmanʼs experiments.   

To further explore the forced choice format, in a third study Russell 

provided subjects with potential answers that were close together.  Subjects 
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were shown a facial expression of anger using an Ekman face and given the 

following options: anger, determination, frustration, hatred, hostility, jealousy, 

and pain. Russell used two different anger faces and kept the potential 

answers the same for both faces.  For the first anger face only 5% of subjects 

chose anger and for second anger face only 20% chose anger.  The most 

popular answers for both anger faces were frustration and determination. 

Russell acknowledges that some free response studies have been 

conducted, but the statistical significance of the results drops in comparison to 

forced choice studies.  The best free response results were obtained by an 

early study conducted by Izard.  However, Russell points out that Izard scored 

as correct 141 different emotion words for only eight different facial 

expressions of emotion.  Hence, even accounting for the existence of 

synonyms in English, each category of emotion was so broad that such results 

cannot reliably be used to support the universality claim. 

Russell questions some of the particular methodology and assumptions 

in the experiments conducted by Ekman and Izard.  Russell wonders whether 

the non-western subjects in their studies lacked exposure to western culture.  

This is relevant because Russell notes some studies that suggest that the 

more exposure to western culture a person has and the higher her education 

level is the better she will be at the facial expression recognition task.  In 

addition, to the extent that people in the non-western cultures were isolated, 



 

 

44 

translators were often required to conduct the studies and the extent to which 

information was leaked or improperly conveyed is entirely unknown. 

Two more problems Russell identifies are: subjects previewing the 

pictures and within subject designs.  Both of these are problems because 

subjects are exposed to the entire stimulus set and hence the subjects 

knowing they must assign seven labels to the faces are able to complete the 

task by a series of inferences and a process of elimination via direct 

comparison between facial expressions.  This is quite different from implicitly 

and immediately recognizing an isolated facial expression as expressing a 

particular emotion which is what the universality thesis requires. 

The isolated face idea points towards another issue Russell raises.  He 

reasons that if facial expressions are important as display signals, like Ekman 

and Izard believe, then presumably interpretation of this display signal is 

dependent, at least in part, upon the context in which the signal is embedded.  

There are additional questions of ecological validity raised by Ekmanʼs and 

Izardʼs studies concerning the fact that all the facial expressions used were 

posed, not spontaneous expressions.  Posed facial expressions are likely 

more stylized and exaggerated than many spontaneous facial expressions and 

so potentially more easily identifiable on the basis of the cultural knowledge 

the subject has regarding facial expressions.  This idea is supported by a 

study Wagner et al., conducted on posed versus spontaneous expression in 
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which they found that the accuracy rate of subjects dropped from 81.4% to 

26%.37  And even with the planned posing of faces considerable constraints 

were faced on the pre-selection process.  For example, Russell points out that 

Izard required 70% agreement among a panel of 25 to 30 judges in order for a 

picture to be included in his studies. 

Russell acknowledges that ecological validity was not the concern of 

the studies conducted by Ekman and Izard, but Russell argues that in order to 

believe in the universality thesis ecological validity should be a concern 

because facial expression studies appear to rely on particular assumptions 

about ecological distribution that might not be warranted.  Russell explains his 

point by describing an imaginary study on the perception of height.  The 

stimulus set consists of 15 men with the following height distribution: 3 men 3. 

ft 6 in. tall; 3 men 5 ft. 1 in. tall; 3 men 5 ft. 10 in. tall; 3 men 6 ft. 5 in. tall; 3 

men 7 ft. 2 in. tall.  Every participant responds to the entire stimulus set in a 

forced choice answer format with the options midget, short, average, tall, and 

giant.  Russell predicts that participants cross-culturally would converge with 

high reliability on a similar categorization of the pictures.  If that happened, 

then the results would appear to support the conclusion that there are five 

discrete categories of height which are universally recognizable.  Of course no 

one would publish such a study because it is known that height is distributed 
                                                 
37 Wagner, H. L.1; MacDonald, C. J.; Manstead, A. S. (1986). Communication of individual 
emotions by spontaneous facial expressions. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. 
Vol. 50, No. 4, 737-743. 
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along a continuum and does not exist as five discrete categories.  Russellʼs 

point is that the flaws of this study are obvious because the ecological 

distribution of height is known.  However, while there is general agreement 

that the ecological distribution of emotions and facial expressions does not 

form a single continuum, it is not known whether emotions are distributed 

along multiple continua or if they exist as discrete categories.  Russellʼs point 

does not undermine the validity of facial expression studies, but it does 

suggest that such studies do not provide strong evidence in favor of discrete 

emotions.  Instead, Ekman and Izard began by assuming that discrete 

emotions exist. 

Izardʼs Response to Russell 

In Izardʼs response to Russell, he reads Russell as primarily 

questioning what he [Izard] calls the expression-feeling link, i.e. Russell 

questions whether specific facial expressions are always indicative of a 

particular conscious experience of feeling or emotion.  Izard argues in favor of 

the existence of an expression-feeling link in part by pointing out that there is 

common folk belief in such a link and that the belief has survived because it is 

basically consistent with what happens in social exchanges.  

Izard also claims that Russellʼs critique does not directly address the 

innateness-universality thesis (IUH) but instead is focused on the universality 

of semantic attributions to facial expressions.  Izard thinks that Russellʼs focus 
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on the labeling of facial expressions is misguided and that there is 

independent evidence available for supporting IUH.  Izard explains that this is 

why his cross-cultural research that focuses on peopleʼs ability to recognize 

facial expressions of emotion is not about the veridicality or the universality of 

spontaneous facial expressions.  Hence, Izard does not believe that semantic 

attribution studies provide good support for IUH. 

Izard summarizes his own argument for IUH writing: “The gist of the 

argument is that evidence on the ontogeny of facial expressions in early 

development supports the notion that certain facial expressions are innate and 

that their innateness links them to human evolutionary-biological heritage and 

hence to universality.”38  In support of this argument, Izard cites studies on 

emotion expression conducted with infants on both encoding and decoding 

facial expressions.  However, the evidence is rather weak, and there is good 

reason to be skeptical of infant studies and what type of claims such studies 

can support.  The minimal abilities of infants to mimic the facial expressions of 

their caretakers or to recognize the facial expressions of their caretakers does 

not require that such expressions are innate since these abilities are also 

compatible with the claim that people have innate talents directed towards the 

mimicry of facial expressions.    

                                                 
38 Izard, Carroll. Ibid. p. 291. 
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Additionally, Izard attempts to defend the forced choice format.  He 

explains his defense writing: 

The forced-choice format, in keeping with Darwinian tradition, 
assumes that emotions can be adequately described or 
classified in terms of categories.  In the domain of expression, a 
set of emotion categories is tantamount to the idea of a limited 
set of discrete and discriminable signals.39  
 

This response is confusing because this is precisely Russellʼs point.  Russell is 

worried that data obtained from forced-choice format studies do not support 

the claim that there are discrete, universal emotions because the studies 

simply assume that this is the case. Hence, it is unclear how Izardʼs explicit 

endorsement of this assumption changes Russellʼs worry about such studies. 

Ekmanʼs Response to Russell 

Ekman accuses Russell of creating a straw man universalist position so 

that he [Russell] could prove that no studies reached an acceptable level of 

agreement in order to support the position.  Ekman argues that such high 

levels of agreement should not be expected in a study on emotion since some 

room must be left for expected cultural variation.  Moreover, lower levels of 

agreement among non-western cultures is predictable and does not go against 

the universality thesis. 

  Like Izard, Ekman also criticizes Russellʼs focus on language.  Ekman 

explains his claims as related to language writing:  

                                                 
39 Izard, Carroll. Ibid. p. 293. 
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We never claimed that facial expressions evolved to represent 
specific verbal labels. Nor did we say that the meaning of an 
expression is limited to or best captured by a specific, single 
word. We used emotion labels for a very specific purpose: to 
demonstrate that despite all of the problems associated with 
labeling the emotion shown in a facial expression, subjects 
would do better than chance in this task.40   
 

Ekman later on briefly mentions emotion families; an idea which he elaborates 

on in other work.  The idea behind emotion families is that emotions form basic 

groups that include multiple emotion terms that are related.  For example, 

Ekman suggests that the anger family includes frustrated, irritable, mad, and 

pissed off among other emotions.  Hence, Ekman is unpersuaded by some of 

the studies Russell cites and by Russellʼs criticism of Izardʼs free response 

studies because for Ekman all these different verbal labelings of facial 

expressions still confirm the universality thesis, particularly as applied to 

emotion families. 

Ekman also claims that contrary to what Russell suggested he [Russell] 

does not show any disconfirmation data of the universality thesis.  Ekman 

explains that in order for Russell to disconfirm his theory he would need to 

show that there is a culture in which a majority of subjects indicate that faces 

show entirely different emotions than the expected response.  For example, 

subjects would need to have convergent agreement on labeling the anger face 

as a sad face and the disgust face as a happy face. 

                                                 
40 Ekman, Paul. ibid. p. 270. 
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Finally, Ekman individually responds to many of Russell criticisms and 

generally expresses the fear that people might be convinced by the bulk of 

methodological worries that Russell raises but Ekman claims that “even a 

whole school of red herrings is still composed of red herrings.”41   

Russellʼs Defense of his Initial Critique 

I am not going to enumerate Ekmanʼs responses in individual detail 

here, because I agree with Russellʼs response to Ekman in which Russell 

thinks that Ekman misunderstood the point of his [Russellʼs] article.  Ekman 

seemed to read Russell as refuting his [Ekmanʼs] evidence and claims, but 

Russell explains this was not the primary purpose of his response.  Rather 

than specifically refuting Ekmanʼs evidence, Russellʼs goal was to undermine 

the assumptions behind Ekmanʼs and Izardʼs studies and to show how their 

data is compatible with multiple interpretations some of which directly 

contradict the specific theory that Ekman believes his studies support.  This is 

how I read Russellʼs initial response, which includes his specific enumeration 

of eight possibly hypothesis that make sense of the available evidence.  

Ekmanʼs discussion of what Russell actually needs to show to disconfirm the 

universality thesis, among other comments of Ekmanʼs, suggests that Russell 

is correct in his claim that Ekman misread him in this particular way. 

                                                 
41 Ekman, Paul. Ibid. p. 273. 
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Additionally, convergent agreement upon different facial expressions is 

not required in order to disconfirm the universality thesis as Ekman suggests.  

The existence of such a culture would disprove the universality thesis, but it 

does so based on two assumptions: one, that there is still universality at a 

cultural level, and two, that all emotions are mapped onto the same set of 

facial expressions even if these mappings vary by culture.  These two 

assumptions might be true, but are not required to be true in order for the 

universality thesis to be false.  Hence, evidence that is much weaker, such as 

general disagreement about facial expressions among a culture, would also 

disprove the universality thesis.  Moreover, Ekmanʼs inclusion of emotion 

families in his universality thesis seriously weakens the thesis more than 

Ekman acknowledges.  Originally, Ekmanʼs idea was that there were discrete 

universal emotions which universally mapped onto particular facial 

expressions.  That is a strong claim about universality and the claim that most 

researchers arguing against universality are trying to knock down.  However, 

Ekmanʼs more recent work suggests that instead he now believes that there 

are rather broad, but discrete, emotion families, that include a number of 

emotions, with various labels, but that all commonly evolved for a particular 

purpose, and that these families universally are mapped onto facial 

expressions, but that there is room for disagreement due to cultural variation.  

This is a seriously weakened claim to universality and the degree of its 
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weakness is dependent upon how broadly Ekman defines emotion families.  

This is unclear in his work, but interestingly he has expanded his list of basic 

emotions to include fifteen emotions.  This hints at a narrowing of the emotion 

families, but not necessarily because it seems that Ekman is primarily now 

simply including more cognitive states among his list of emotions whereas 

previously he rejected these states as being emotions. 

Russell too reads Ekman as changing his mind frequently and at times 

weakening his claims, although Ekman still wants to make stronger claims 

than Russell is comfortable making at this time given the available evidence.  

Russell believes everyone can agree that there a continuum of positions 

ranging from 0% to 100% universality and that no one in this debate has been 

defending a position at either extreme.  Russell and Ekman obviously disagree 

about how strong a claim to universality is reasonable, but Russell suggests 

that what he and Ekman can agree upon is what Russell calls the minimal 

universality thesis.  Basically, the minimal universality thesis predicts that there 

will be a certain amount of cross-cultural similarity regarding interpretations of 

and inferences drawn from facial movements.  However, the minimal 

universality thesis does not claim that this cross-cultural similarity is the result 

of an innate mechanism as Ekman claims.  More specifically Russell spells out 

the minimal universality thesis including a number of assumptions and 

predictions.  The assumptions include the idea that all human beings are able 
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to make facial movements and that this movement is correlated with a 

personʼs state and that people are able to make inferences about a personʼs 

state based on this facial movement.  Additionally, people in western cultures 

believe specific emotion categories are natural kinds and specific facial 

movements express these emotions and so stylized versions of those facial 

movements are used as symbols for the corresponding emotions.  From these 

assumptions, one can predict that people everywhere will be able to agree 

with each other at a level greater than chance what state a given facial 

movement expresses and these inferences will often be correct.  Additionally, 

people familiar with western culture will be able to associate specific emotion 

labels with specific facial expressions with a high degree of consensus.  

Russell does not claim that this is the strongest claim to universality that can 

be made, but rather that this is the strongest claim to universality that can be 

made at this time given the available evidence. 

It seems unlikely that future research will substantiate universality 

claims much stronger than Russellʼs minimal universality claims.  Moreover, 

while the marker on the universality continuum eventually likely will be shifted 

slightly in one direction or the other as more research is conducted, it is 

unlikely that this will contribute in a significant way to the dominant theoretical 

problems in contemporary emotion research.   
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3. Emotions as Natural Kinds 

Parallel to the global and local demarcation problems claims about the 

natural kind status of emotions can be directed toward either the global or 

local level.  Most of the attention is focused on claiming that at the local level 

individual emotions, e.g. happiness or sadness, are natural kinds.  All natural 

kind theorists endorse the claim that emotions are discrete, but these two 

claims can be teased apart and some theorists have given up on the natural 

kind claim yet still argue that emotions are discrete entities. 

In general, natural kinds are considered to “cut nature at its joints.”  In 

particular, emotion theorists typically define natural kinds according to either 

the essentialist or the homeostatic property cluster view.  The essentialist view 

claims that all members of a category share some set of essential properties 

that can be identified as a set of necessary and sufficient conditions.  These 

properties are retained through time and across circumstances.  The 

homeostatic property cluster view focuses on the concept of projectability.  

The primary claim is that projectability must be maintained which means that 

the correlations of properties in categories must reliably hold for new instances 

of the category.  The concept of projectability also implies that when new 

knowledge is acquired about some members of the category this knowledge 

should be projectable onto other members of the category. 
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Given both the overly strict identity standards that essentialists impose 

on natural kinds and how well a biologically based approach to studying 

emotions meshes with the homeostatic property cluster view the latter is the 

natural kind view that most emotion theorists endorse.  Accordingly, since this 

view presents both the strongest and most prevalent case for the natural kind 

claim I will argue against the claim as understood from this perspective. 

Arguments for the claim that emotions are either or both a discrete and 

natural kind can be characterized as attempting to confirm at least one of three 

different hypotheses.  The first hypothesis claims that emotions can be 

characterized by a set of distinctive, observable responses that are 

coordinated in time and correlated in intensity.  Call this the differentiating 

factor hypothesis.  The second hypothesis claims that different emotion kinds 

have distinct causal mechanisms.  Call this the causal mechanism hypothesis.  

The third hypothesis claims that there are discrete conceptual emotional 

schemas that involve both emotion and higher order cognition.  Call this the 

conceptual framework hypothesis.  Confirmation of any one of these three 

hypotheses would provide evidence to help substantiate the claim to discrete 

emotions, but only the first two hypotheses (and not the third) are intended to 

help support the claim to natural kinds.  In the next three subsections I discuss 

the best evidence and arguments to date against each of these hypotheses. 
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The Differentiating Factor Hypothesis 

The most promising experiments seeking to confirm the differentiating 

factor hypothesis have been conducted in two primary domains: autonomic 

nervous systems (ANS) response and brain response.    

In order to examine the common belief in the hypothesis that visceral 

responses differentiate discrete emotions, Cacioppo and colleagues 

conducted a meta-analysis on almost two dozen studies.42  Several reviews 

have been conducted on the research relevant to this hypothesis and while 

some autonomic differentiation was obtained across studies the results fell far 

short from providing confirmation for the claim that there is emotion specific 

autonomic patterning.  Cacioppo et al. arrived at a similar conclusion. 

Two of the only significant differentiation factors they found were heart 

rate acceleration and diastolic blood pressure.  Anger, fear, sadness, and 

happiness all were associated with a greater heart rate than disgust, but 

disgust was associated with the same heart rate as control conditions.  Heart 

rate responses were found to be larger in anger than in happiness, larger in 

fear than in happiness, and larger in fear than in sadness.  With regard to 

blood pressure, the meta-analysis revealed that pressure was higher in 

descending order from anger to fear to sadness to happiness.   

                                                 
42 Cacioppo, T G. G. Berntson, G.C., Larsen, J.T., Poehlmann, K.M. and T. A. Ito, T.A. (2000). 
The Psychophysiology of Emotion in Handbook of emotions (2nd ed.) ed. by Lewis, Michael 
and Haviland-Jones, Jeannette M. New York: Guilford Press. 
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While these results are not uninteresting, they are far from conclusive 

and rather lend much more doubt to the idea that discrete emotions are 

specifically differentiated according to ANS response patterns than they do 

support.  The meta-analysis was slightly more successful in revealing that 

negative emotions are somewhat reliably associated with stronger ANS 

responses than positive emotions.  Cacioppo et al. meta-analyzed twenty-two 

measures and found that five measures showed clearly greater activation in 

response to negative as opposed to positive emotions and that none of the 

measures showed the reverse relationship.  Again, this is an interesting result, 

but if this is the strongest conclusion that research on ANS responses to date 

can support, then this gives emotion researchers a compelling reason to be 

strongly skeptical of the hypothesis that emotions are discretely differentiated 

according to ANS patterned responses. 

With regard to brain response, Phan et al. conducted a meta-analysis of 

fifty-five fMRI and PET emotion activation studies.43  They conducted the 

meta-analysis only on activation peaks as found in studies which focused on 

higher-order mental processes of emotion and were both measuring either 

regional cerebral blood flow or blood oxygenation and using the image 

subtraction methodology to determine activation foci.  The natural kind view is 

                                                 
43 Phan, K.L., Wager, T., Taylor, S.F. & Liberzon, I. (2002). Functional Neuroanatomy of 
Emotion: A meta-analysis of emotion activation studies in PET and fMRI. NeuroImage. Vol. 
16, 331-348. 
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consistent with the hypothesis (and would be supported if the hypothesis 

turned out to be true) that specific brain regions have specialized functions for 

specific emotions.  If this hypothesis were true, then one would expect this 

meta-analysis to reveal that specific brain regions are continually activated 

upon the induction of the same emotion experience.  However, despite the 

prevalence of treating this hypothesis as a substantiated claim, Phan et al. 

found that the evidence supporting this hypothesis is surprisingly weak. 

As predicted, activation of the amygdala was significantly correlated 

(60%) with detecting, generating, and maintaining fear-related emotions.  

However, Phan et al. also found that there is evidence that equally supports 

an alternative hypothesis that the amygdala is not only involved in fear 

responses, but generally responds to the emotional importance or salience of 

the stimulus regardless of the valence of the stimulus.   

More impressively, happiness is significantly correlated (70%) with 

activation in the basal ganglia (BG).  It is hypothesized that the BG, given its 

high concentration of mesolimbic dopaminergic neurons, is well positioned to 

incentive reward motivation and to pregoal attainment of positive affect arising 

from progression toward a desired goal.  This is consistent with the hypothesis 

that happiness is an approach emotion.  Yet, disgust was also found to be 

significantly correlated (60%) with activation of the BG.   And disgust is 

hypothesized, contrary to happiness, to be a withdrawal emotion, which places 
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significant doubt upon the hypothesis that the BG is specialized to process 

approach emotions such as happiness.  More plausible, as Phan et al. 

suggest is the hypothesis that the BG may represent a state of preparedness 

triggered to process emotionally salient information and it may also serve to 

coordinate appropriate action responses to valenced stimuli. 

Prima facie, some of the results show particular activations associated 

with particular emotions which might be interpreted as evidence for the claim 

that emotions are a natural kind.  Yet, there was a general trend that regions 

which were hypothesized as being particularly important for a specific emotion 

also were found to be more generally important in generating emotions.  That 

is the trend was that as more evidence was considered the hypotheses for the 

role of specific brain regions in generating emotions went from the specific to 

the more general.  This is not knock down evidence against the claims of 

natural kind theorists, yet it does reveal a good reason to be skeptical of such 

claims since imaging studies are purported to provide a bulk of the available 

evidence supporting these claims and upon closer analysis the actual 

evidence is surprisingly weak.  Acknowledgedly, neuroimaging techniques are 

still quite limited and provide only information about very rough grained regions 

of the brain, but still the initial studies provide little reason to believe that 

future, improved neuroimaging techniques will reveal universal brain region 

specific emotion responses.  This is especially so in light of the fact that in 
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order to substantiate the claims of natural kind theorists, scientists would need 

to find much stronger correlations than sixty or seventy percent. 

The Causal Mechanism Hypothesis 

Jaak Panksepp labels his approach affective neuroscience emotion 

systems theory and he believes that his research substantiates the claim that 

there are basic, discrete emotion systems in the mammalian brain that 

produce at least seven prototypical emotions (seeking, rage, fear, lust, care, 

panic, and play).44  Panksepp himself is not particularly wedded to the natural 

kind claim and rightly suggests that while his approach, if correct, provides 

supporting evidence for the natural kind claim, it alone is insufficient for 

substantiating the natural kind claim. 

Pankseppʼs research focuses on cross-species data which he believes 

strongly supports the existence of many core emotional systems in the 

subcortex of all mammalian brains.  In particular, Panksepp is persuaded by 

causal evidence obtained through localized electrical stimulation of the brain 

(ESB) and localized chemical stimulation of the brain (CSB).  Panksepp claims 

that the ESB technique when applied to animals shows that when specific 

subcortical units are stimulated by raw electrical energy that affective 

experience is generated from certain subcortical regions and that similar data 

can be obtained from CSB. He argues that since one can evoke emotion 
                                                 
44 Panksepp, Jaak. (2007). Neurologizing the psychology of affects: How appraisal-based 
constructivism and basic emotion theory can coexist. Perspectives on Psychological Science. 
Vol. 2, No. 3, 281-295. 
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patterns using ESB in homologous brain regions across species and since 

humans have these same homologous brain regions, that humans too have 

these same basic emotion systems.  And he suggests that some research on 

humans involving ESB supports this conclusion. 

Barrett et al. in a direct response to Panksepp argue that upon 

examining Pankseppʼs sources that were supposed to show support for the 

claim that humans exhibit affective experience in reaction to the electrical 

stimulation of particular subcortical systems they found instead that “the 

results of brain stimulation studies are consistent with the idea that affect 

(either pleasant or unpleasant) can be (but is not always) elicited from 

stimulating loci in the brain, and it is an inference to claim anything more.”45  

Moreover, Barrett et al. found many other sources claiming that on the 

spectrum of mammalian brains from rats to people variability is the norm in 

brain stimulation. 

Panksepp describes the distinct emotion circuits in the brain as 

“genetically predescribed tools” and argues that these tools exist in all 

mammalian brains since “as every neuroscience student knows, if you learn 

these aspects of rodent brains, one has a working knowledge of the 

                                                 
45 Barrett, Lisa Feldman. Lindquist, K.A., Bliss-Moreau, E., Duncan, S., Gendron, M., Mize, J. 
and Brennan, L. (2007). Of mice and men: Natural kinds of emotions in the mammalian brain? 
A response to Panksepp and Izard. Perspectives on Psychological Science. Vol. 2,  No.3, 
297-311. 
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subcortical terrain in humans and all other mammalian brains.”46  However, 

Barrett et al. make a strong argument for the case that even if such strict 

structural homologies do exist they need not function in the same manner in 

both human and non-primate brains.  Pankseppʼs view of the brain implies that 

the neocortex operates as simply a crown on top of a more ancient and 

preserved subcortex.  Yet, Barrett in discussing recent work on the 

architecture of the brain by Striedter shows that is a misconception.47  Striedter 

argues that brains are like companies in that they must reorganize as they 

increase in size in order to stay functional.  Hence, the addition of a sizable 

cortex to the subcortex resulted in a number of important changes in the 

primate and human brain. 

Striedterʼs research shows that across species differences in 

connectivity in the brain, overall brain size, and coordination between brain 

regions result in marked differences in how the brain produces mental and 

behavioral states.  For example, as connectivity increases this allows for 

greater direct and indirect cortical control over the subcortex and the spinal 

cord which results in both an increase in flexibility of autonomic and behavioral 

responses and a decrease in the chance of fixed action patterns.  This 

suggests that Pankseppʼs research, much of which is grounded in analogously 

                                                 
46 Panksepp, J. ibid. p.286. 
47 Striedter, G.F. (2005). Principles of brain evolution. Sutherland, MA: Sinauer Associates.          
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employing an understanding of the emotion circuits in rats to humans, rests on 

a theoretically shaky platform. 

Moreover, Pankseppʼs claim that the brain states responsible for 

producing emotions are “entailed by (or implemented in) fixed, architecturally 

and chemically distinct circuits” is at odds with the research on the architecture 

of the human brain that increasingly suggests that there is both a high level of 

plasticity and that rather than being modular, high level processes are 

performed by co-opting resources from a number of different circuits and 

regions in the brain.48  Oddly, at times Panksepp appears to recognize this 

fact.  Yet, he argues without further explanation that: 

The fact that emotional feelings are probably reworked at the 
level of many cortico-cognitive regions, allowing abundant 
subtlety and reflective awareness of emotions in humans, is not 
an argument against the existence of basic emotional systems 
that contribute heavily to what humans feel and do.49 
 

While these facts do not undermine some contribution of emotional systems (if 

such systems really exist) these facts certainly do undermine Pankseppʼs 

claim that there is a set of emotions which each are produced by distinct, 

causal mechanisms.  And this is the claim that natural kind theorists need to 

be true in order for research such as Pankseppʼs to be interpreted as support 

                                                 
48 Münte, T., Altenmüller, E., and Jäncke, L. (2002) The musicianʼs brain as a model of 
neuroplasticity. Nature Reviews Neuroscience. Vol. 3, 473-478. 
Markham, J. and Greenough, W. (2004). Experience-drive brain plasticity: beyond the 
synapse. Neuron Glia Biology. Vol.1, 351-363. 
Posner, Michael (2003). Imaging a Science of Mind. TRENDS in Cognitive Sciences. Vol.7 
No.10, 450-453. 
49 Panksepp, J. ibid. p.286. 
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for the natural kind view (or as support for the claim that there are discrete 

emotions).   

Panksepp acknowledges this fact which significantly contributes to why 

his view is incorrect, but simply states that this is not an argument against his 

view without providing reasons for why it is not.  His view is also stated in a 

weaker version above because it acknowledges that the subcortical regions of 

the human brain significantly contribute to emotion states, but this contribution 

is quite distant from his stronger claims that these same basic systems 

produce the same seven discrete emotions across the range of mammalian 

brains.  As stated above his view appears potentially compatible with Barrettʼs 

suggestion that human emotions are produced from a variable and plastic 

architecture in the human brain that is importantly different from the brains of 

non-primates even if there are homologous structures in the subcortex across 

mammalian brains.  Yet, Panksepp straightforwardly disagrees with Barrettʼs 

suggestion. 

The Conceptual Framework Hypothesis 

Izard defines discrete emotions by explaining discrete emotions in 

terms of the categorical approach and contrasting this with the dimensional or 

circumplex approach. 50  The categorical approach describes emotions in 

terms of discrete emotion concepts such as “happy”, “angry”, or “sad” while 

                                                 
50 Izard, Carroll. (2007). Basic emotions, natural kinds, emotion schemas, and a new 
paradigm. Perspectives on Psychological Science. Vol. 2, No. 3, 260-280. 
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the dimensional approach identifies emotions based on their location in a 

dimensional space that typically involves two axes labeled as valence and 

arousal (or approach/withdrawal).   

Izard makes his case for discrete emotions by identifying a number of 

practical and explanatory advantages gained from embracing the view.  First, 

he points out that discrete emotions have different predictors and these 

emotions contribute to different behavioral outcomes.  This in conjunction with 

his observation that “discrete emotion concepts help scientists, as well as 

people in general, get a handle on feelings and intentions” aids in allowing 

individuals to identify and communicate about their emotions.  Additionally, 

Izard appeals to peopleʼs ability to empathize with discrete emotions and the 

important role such emotions play in social competence. 

Izard presents his argument as in favor of discrete emotions, but the 

argument itself as presented above only argues for discrete emotion concepts.  

Izard himself appears to recognize this when he concedes that the 

dimensional approach is helpful too and that both explanatory systems (the 

categorical or discrete and the dimensional) are probably needed and should 

be used as complementary research tools.  This concession suggests that the 

discrete approach is a pragmatically successful and advantageous means of 

describing our emotions, but proving this provides little, if any, evidence that 
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what is underlying this discrete explanatory system are in fact discrete 

emotions.  

In the course of his argument, Izard endorses his own paraphrasing of 

Bertrand Russell as follows “a discrete emotion category is a convenient way 

to collect a set of components and characteristics into a useful bundle.”51  This 

is precisely the point.  Discrete emotion concepts are socially convenient ways 

to bundle together and attach culturally universal labels to particular sets of 

component configurations that are manifested during emotion experiences.  

However, it is possible to accept this claim, yet reject the claim that emotions 

are discrete.  In other words, it is possible to accept and explain how and why 

folk psychology conceptualizes emotions as discrete, yet remain uncommitted 

to the claim that our folk psychological notions of discrete emotions can be 

reduced to an understanding of emotions as being the product of a distinct 

causal mechanism or as being produced as a discrete set of related, 

coordinated responses in the brain and body.  Hence, ultimately Izard fails to 

successfully argue that there are discrete emotions and instead successfully 

argues for the only sense in which emotions can be considered discrete—as 

discrete concepts that serve a pragmatically useful scientific and social 

purpose.  

 

                                                 
51 Izard, C. ibid. p. 267. 
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4. Concluding Thoughts 

Both the biological reductionists and the natural kind theorists are 

mistaken about the nature of emotion.  The arguments and evidence 

considered provide sufficient reasons for strong skepticism about emotions as 

universal or natural kinds.  Such skepticism is important in emotion research 

because the assumptions that emotions are innate, discrete, natural kinds 

provides an extremely appealing methodological paradigm, yet it is a paradigm 

that is ultimately stalling future progress on developing a thorough 

understanding of what human emotions are and how they are constructed (or 

produced depending on oneʼs view). 

As Barrett has rightly pointed out, if emotions are identified as 

categories with firm boundaries that can be observed in nature, then emotions 

are recognized and not constructed by the human mind. 52  Each emotion as a 

natural kind is assumed to be a discrete package of behavioral and 

physiological changes that are produced by a causal mechanism that is 

realized when certain conditions obtain.  If each emotion is associated with 

some set of core properties that differentiate the emotion from other emotions 

then with some degree of accuracy instances of each category of emotion 

should be identifiable.  Moreover, because the physical changes are 

                                                 
52 Barrett, Lisa Feldman (2006). Are emotions natural kinds? Perspectives on Psychological 
Science, Vol. 1, No.1, 28-58. 
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presumed to have a common cause, then any single response can be 

considered evidence that a particular emotion has occurred.  Hence, 

researchers often operate with the assumption that it is sufficient to measure 

one emotion response because the response can serve as proxy for all other 

others.  For example, if anger is taken to be a natural kind, then any one of the 

projectable properties of anger such as the specific pattern of facial 

movements, cardiovascular patterns, and voluntary action, or the specific 

patterns of cognitive appraisals is a potential criterion for identifying when an 

instance of anger has occurred.   

This research paradigm produces three primary problematic 

consequences for emotion research.  One, this paradigm in supporting a focus 

on objective measures causes researchers to typically ignore the importance 

of emotion experience given its subjective nature.  Two, it forces the 

interpretation of empirical data towards explaining away the interpersonal 

differences in emotion when rather these consistent interpersonal differences 

should be understood as revealing something about the nature of emotions.  

And three, this paradigm has resulted in a considerable amount of data that is 

potentially consistent with the natural kind claim while producing little (or no) 

confirmatory evidence of the claim.  As a consequence this focus on mere 

consistency in data is stalling progress in emotion theory because this 
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paradigm fails to generate research projects that seek to confirm or disconfirm 

alternative frameworks. 

Rather than trying to explain away the discrepancies and the constant 

lack of uniformity in emotion responses across subjects the goal should be to 

construct a model of emotion that accounts for these differences in individual 

responses and takes this variation and flexibility in emotion response to be a 

defining characteristic of human emotions.  Additionally, there is something 

critically important about the subjective, first personal, experiential aspect of 

emotions such that studies of emotion fundamentally need to incorporate this 

aspect of emotions into theories of emotion.  Typically emotions are 

understood as products of the brain and body such that emotion experience is 

nothing beyond becoming aware of the emotion whereas emotions should be 

understood as constructs of the brain and body such that emotion experience 

plays an active role in the construction of emotions. 

Barrett calls attention to the fact that many years ago the neuroscientist 

Elliot Valenstein observed that: “It would be very surprising indeed if the brain 

were organized into spatially discrete units that conform to our abstract 

categorizations of behavior.”53  While surprise is certainly not an impressive 

argument against a view, at the same time Valenstein was onto something.  

Moreover, this error of believing that a certain folk psychological phenomenon 

                                                 
53 Valenstein, E.S. (1973). Brain control. New York: Wiley, pp.142-143.        
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is discrete and then discovering otherwise is not without historical precedent in 

science.  Researchers formerly considered memory, personality, intelligence, 

and concepts as fixed entities with an identifiable essence while now these 

constructs are commonly identified as emergent features of the mind. 

Having motivated a deep skepticism in this chapter about the 

methodology and assumptions embraced by biological reductionists and 

natural kind theorists, in the next chapter I articulate and follow an alternative 

methodology in order to construct a conceptual framework for understanding 

emotion experience that avoids the problematic assumptions embraced by 

these positions.   Following the construction of this model, I will be in a position 

to provide an answer to both the local and global demarcation problems.
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CHAPTER THREE 

 
EMOTION EXPERIENCE EXPLAINED 

 



 

 

72 

The aim of this chapter is to develop a theoretical framework of emotion 

experience by focusing on how the individual component processes that are 

responsible for generating the content of emotion experience are assembled 

to form an emotion experience.  The components of emotion experience can 

be broken down into the following five primary modalities (or types of states): 

representational, evaluative, bodily, behavioral, and phenomenological.  In the 

first section, I motivate the claim that each of these modalities is a process that 

occurs independent of emotion experience and following I argue that emotions 

should be understood as synthetic, multimodal constructs consisting of a 

variable subset of these modalities.  In the second section, I develop a 

theoretical framework for understanding the processes involved in how these 

modalities collectively construct emotion experience.  The result is the 

multimodal construct model (MCM).  The MCM explains emotions as 

multimodal categories that are constructed from a continually unfolding 

process involving reciprocal interaction between the components such that the 

resulting emotion experience is subject to both top down and bottom up 

effects.  In the third section, I differentiate the MCM from other proximate, 

competing, theoretical models that have been proposed by the researchers 

Klaus Scherer, James Russell, and Lisa Feldman Barrett.  Lastly, in the fourth 

section I discuss some of the explanatory advantages that accrue as a result 
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of adopting the MCM and then end with some concluding thoughts in the fifth 

section. 

1. Emotions as Multimodal Constructs 

This section begins with an explanation and justification of the 

methodological approach I adopt as motivated by considerations raised in the 

previous chapter.  Then in following the advocated approach, I begin to 

construct a theoretical framework for understanding how the brain and body 

construct emotion experiences.  I argue that emotions are synthetic multimodal 

constructs such that emotion experiences are simply a special subset of 

experiences in general and are constituted in virtue of being categorized as 

such but are otherwise composed of the same types of states and utilize the 

same brain and body processes as other experiences. 

Startle and Fear 

In 1939 Landis and Hunt published an extensive study on the startle 

response.54  Their research began a decades long debate over whether or not 

the startle response should be considered an emotion.  Landis and Hunt 

themselves actually took an intermediate position and considered the startle 

response to be “preemotional.”  On the surface, this debate might appear like 

an inconsequential terminological dispute over defining the category of 

emotion, but in fact while the debate has now since faded the same core 

                                                 
54 Landis, C., and Hunt, W. A. (1939). The startle pattern. New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux. 
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issues that were raised by this debate have important implications for emotion 

research today.   

I defend the position that there is a continuum of affective responses 

ranging from the simple to the complex.  Simple affective responses are 

considered such in virtue of exhibiting high predictability and uniformity of 

response patterns whereas complex affective responses exhibit high flexibility 

and variability in response patterns.  The startle response is on the simple side 

of the continuum whereas responses that are uncontroversially considered 

emotions such as anger, happiness, or grief are on the complex end of the 

affective response continuum.  I remain ambivalent about where on the 

continuum the line should be drawn between emotions and other affective 

responses.  However, given the distant location of the startle response on the 

continuum in relation to many other emotions, I argue that it is a 

methodological mistake for researchers to treat the startle response (or any 

response on the simple end of the continuum) as a model or prototypical 

emotion.   

Ekman et al. wrote a paper based on data from recording the startle 

responses of their subjects to a gunshot.55  They argued that the startle 

response should not be considered an emotion since the response differs from 

other known emotions in four primary ways.  One, the startle is very easy to 

                                                 
55 Ekman, P., Friesen, W., and Simons, R. (1985) Is the Startle Reaction an Emotion? Journal 
of Personality and Social Psychology. Vol. 49, No. 5, 1416-1426. 



 

 

75 

elicit and two, the startle response is reliably the initial response by every 

subject.  Ekman et al. point out that while certainly there are many possible 

emotional elicitors still to be tested, it is nonetheless remarkable that in over 

fifty years of research no elicitor has been found that functions as reliably and 

uniformly for an emotion response as the gunshot does for the startle 

response.  This lack of uniformity among emotion responses is consistent with 

the idea that appraisal plays an important role in emotion such that it is the 

meaning that a person attributes to an event that induces the emotional 

response rather than the event itself.  In contrast, it appears that people in 

showing the startle response are reacting to the event of the gunshot itself 

rather than an appraisal of the gunshot.  This is suggested by the immediacy 

of the startle response, its uniformity across subjects, the inability of subjects 

to inhibit the response, and inability of subjects to convincingly simulate the 

startle response.  These latter two facts constitute the third and fourth ways in 

which Ekman et al. claim that the startle response differs from emotion 

responses. 

These facts about startle regarding its uniform response across 

subjects and ease with which the response can be initiated make startle a 

tempting response to take as a model for other emotions.  However, doing so 

sets up a problematic paradigm for the study of other emotions.  It suggests 

that all emotion responses should be as reliable, as uniform, and as patterned 
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as the startle response. Hence, the fallacy involved in taking startle to be a 

model for an emotion response is that the very characteristics of the startle 

response that make it an appealing model are the same characteristics that 

make it suspect that the startle response is in fact a prototypical emotion.  This 

fallacy leads to experiments aimed at achieving this false ideal.  The results of 

these experiments accordingly present an inaccurate picture of human 

emotions in which emotion responses are assumed to be innate, wired 

patterned responses and all deviations from this pattern are explained away in 

the discussion of these experiments.56  However, rather than trying to explain 

way the discrepancies and constant lack of uniformity in emotion responses 

across subjects the goal should be to construct a model of emotion which 

accounts for these differences in individual responses and takes this variation 

and flexibility in emotion response to be characteristic of human emotions.   

While the debate about startle has faded from the foreground, 

contemporary researchers have inherited this problematic methodological 

paradigm of constructing emotion theories on the model of a single affective 

response.  The difference is that now rather than focusing on startle there is a 

                                                 
56 For two reviews that interpret results in this manner see: 
Murphy, F.C., Nimmo-Smith, I., and Lawrence, A. (2003). Functional neuroanatomy of 
emotions: A meta-analysis. Cognitive, Affective, and Behavioral Neuroscience. Vol. 3, No.3, 
207-233.  
Calder, A., Lawrence, A., and Young, A.W. (2001).  The neuropsychology of fear and loathing. 
Nature Reviews Neuroscience. Vol. 2, 352-363. 
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large focus on studying the fear response.57  While fear is a more prototypical 

emotion than startle, it is still problematic to so heavily weight the findings from 

a single emotion response.  Fear is an emotion at the forefront of emotion 

research for three primary reasons: (1) because a conditioned fear response 

has been found to be relatively easy to elicit in both animals and humans 

relative to other emotions; (2) because this response is relatively easy to 

measure both in terms of expression and physiological response, and (3) 

because this response has been has been shown to be reliably associated 

with particular brain structures such as the amygdala.   

Hence, again in using fear as a model emotion this sets up the 

expectation that experimental results should confirm these findings of uniform, 

patterned responses across subjects.  This expectation then serves to 

reinforce the abundance of experiments conducted on fear since the 

experiments that seek confirmation of such a uniform, patterned response in 

other emotions typically fail to achieve such confirmation and are consequently 

considered flawed.  Moreover, this type of narrow focus on the fear response 

ignores the wide range of responses that folk psychology would categorize as 

fear and which would result in much more variation in the fear response itself.   

 

 
                                                 
57 Joseph LeDoux is an example of such a researcher who postulates a generalized theory of 
emotion primarily based on his studies on conditioned fear responses (primarily in animals). 
See LeDoux, J.E. (1996) The Emotional Brain. New York: Simon and Schuster. 
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An Alternative Methodology 

As an alternative, the methodological approach I advocate focuses on 

developing a model of the emotions that accounts for the complexity of 

affective responses along the entire continuum.  Additionally, rather than 

starting with assumptions about the nature of emotions and then trying to 

understand how the brain constructs emotions in a way that is consistent with 

these assumptions, I reject these assumptions about emotion (as articulated in 

the previous chapter) and begin instead with a set of assumptions about the 

brain.  Following, I construct a model of emotion that is consistent with what 

we know about both the architecture of the brain and other brain based 

processes. 

In particular, I endorse recent research in neuroscience that 

characterizes the brain as a prediction based, pattern finding, meaning making 

plastic apparatus capable of impressive mental feats.58  Additionally, I assume 

that the architecture of the brain is not fundamentally modular meaning that 

many high level processes are the not result of specific, modular circuits in the 

brain that are functionally dedicated to performing these high level 

                                                 
58 Münte, T., Altenmüller, E., and Jäncke, L. (2002) The musicianʼs brain as a model of 
neuroplasticity. Nature Reviews Neuroscience. Vol. 3, 473-478. 
Markham, J. and Greenough, W. (2004). Experience-drive brain plasticity: beyond the 
synapse. Neuron Glia Biology. Vol.1, 351-363. 
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processes.59  Rather, many high level processes are preformed by co-opting 

resources from a number of different circuits and regions in the brain. 

This is not to deny that there are some affective responses which are 

largely hard-wired, innate responses to environmental stimuli that fail to take 

advantage of the complex circuitry of the brain.  Most simple affective 

responses can be characterized in this way.  Still, in the same respect, it would 

be incredibly surprising if there were not also complex affective responses that 

exploit these features of the brain.  Accordingly, the methodological approach I 

advocate seeks to develop a theoretical framework that models emotion in a 

way that both is consistent with the above characterization of the architecture 

of the brain and is sufficiently flexible so as to account for the range of simple 

to complex affective responses.   

Following this suggested alternative approach, I replace the 

assumptions about the nature of emotion with assumptions from cognitive 

neuroscience about the architecture of the brain and the nature of the 

component processes that contribute towards the construction of emotions.  

These assumptions are suggestive of the insight that emotion experiences are 

constructed from the integration of states that are individually manifested as 

part of everyday experience independent from their roles in emotion 

                                                 
59 Posner, Michael (2003). Imaging a Science of Mind. Trends in Cognitive Sciences. Vol.7 
No.10, 450-453. 



 

 

80 

experience.  I first discuss the general role of each of these state types before 

further justifying this insight about emotion experience. 

Representational States 

I understand representational states as including those states that are 

the product of the process of perception understood broadly.  Most 

representational states are also the product of the process of categorization.  

However, the process of categorizing is often so seamlessly integrated into the 

process of perception that we are rarely aware of the two as separate 

processes in our phenomenology.  Yet, people are continuously categorizing 

objects and event types and categorization is an extremely influential part of 

life.  Among other things, categorization enables us to navigate the physical 

environment, make inferences, compare and contrast, and understand social 

and moral norms. 

The fact that we typically only have conscious access to the end result 

of the categorization process can make it seem like a deceptively simple 

process, but often we are categorizing complex multimodal events that are 

dependent upon significant learning.  I use the term event to generally 

designate a broad category ranging from simple to complex in which a cup 

getting knocked over, a birthday party, a person experiencing sadness, a leaf 

falling from a tree, and a presidential election are all instances of an event.  

The multimodal categorization of events might include specifications such as 
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environmental conditions, social conditions and social roles, normative 

expectations including expectations about the fillers of social roles, and 

behavioral dispositions and range across variable inputs possibly including 

perceptual, auditory, and tactile information. 

The task of perceiving and recognizing a siren is an example of a 

deceptively simple category that helps to illustrate the amount of information 

that is implicitly contained in categories.  Categorizing an event as a siren 

going off requires hearing a wailing sound identified as such, viewing flashing 

lights, and then attributing the wailing sound as coming from the same vicinity 

as the flashing lights.  The category ʻsirenʼ builds into it the knowledge that 

sirens are used to alert one of a potential danger and includes the expectation 

that one will accordingly move out of the way, e.g. a siren in a building 

suggests you should vacate the building while hearing a siren while driving 

suggests you need to pull over to the side of the road to allow an emergency 

vehicle or police car to drive past you.  In other words, we have different 

behavioral expectations built into the category ʻsirenʼ depending upon the 

environmental conditions.  In responding to a siren, we typically consciously 

categorize a siren as such on the personal level, but response dependent 

behaviors do not require personal level categorization but can, and often do, 

result from subpersonal (i.e. implicit) level categorizations.   
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Evaluative States 

I understand evaluative states broadly construed as including all mental 

states that involve a normative judgment or evaluation of an event.  So “He 

was wrong to lie to his professor” or “She is ugly” are considered statements 

indicative of an evaluative state.  Additionally, we sometimes experience meta-

evaluative states which consist of evaluations or judgments of an evaluative 

state.  For example, given the evaluative state “I was being mean to him” we 

can arrive at the meta-evaluative state “It was unfair of me to be mean to him.” 

Bodily States 

There is something it feels like for our toes to be encased in socks, but 

because this is such a familiar feeling it is not a bodily state that we are often 

aware of feeling.  People are more apt to notice changes in their bodily states 

when some deviation from homeostasis occurs such as when their heart rate 

suddenly increases or their breathing rate slows down or when there is pain in 

their stomach.  These changes in bodily states communicate a wide range of 

information about self, the environment, and the relation between the two.  For 

example, we can learn from our bodily states that we are thirsty, something (or 

someone) is tickling us, or that we ate spoiled food. 

Behavioral States 

I understand behavior states as including action states or motivational 

states.  Action states include overt actions such as kicking, walking, or 
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throwing a banana as well the actions and facial expressions that comprise 

body language.  For example, if someone makes a comment that another 

perceives as absurd then by raising their eyebrows an unverbalized sentiment 

of “really? are you serious?” can be expressed.  

Motivational states are some urge or drive towards either or both 

instrumental or expressive action.  Sometimes motivational states result in an 

action state such as when we feel the urge to get some exercise and then go 

for a bike ride while at other times we feel driven to eat a third slice of 

chocolate cake but prevent ourselves from doing so in light of other 

considerations.  With regard to emotion experience, I will focus on the 

motivational aspect of behavioral states rather than the action aspect. 

Phenomenological States 

Phenomenology refers to all the contents available for experience.  

However, due to attentional selectivity we will not always be aware of all of the 

content available for experience.  For example, when I am driving on the 

freeway there is a plethora of content available for my experience from the 

sound of my radio, to the exit signs, to the brake lights of the cars in front of 

me, to the passing trees.  Yet, at any given moment I am typically only aware 

of experiencing a small subset of these stimuli.  Following John Lambie and 

Anthony Marcel, I draw a distinction between first and second order 
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experience in order to capture this difference between phenomenal states.60  

First order experience is phenomenal experience (the what it is like) and 

second order experience is explicit awareness.  First order experience refers 

to the phenomenal content available for experience while what one is explicitly 

aware of is second order experience.  Continuing with the driving example I 

often will have only a first order experience of the trees I drive by everyday, but 

I will have both a first and second order experience of the brake lights in front 

of me, that is my experience both includes what it feels likes to see the red 

lights of the car in front of me and I am (hopefully) aware of the fact that I 

perceive these red lights. 

Second order emotion experience is dependent upon the direction of 

attentional focus which can be altered both in terms of what we are looking at 

and in terms of level of organization.  Lambie and Marcel capture this latter 

fact by drawing a distinction between analytic and synthetic directed attention.  

Analytic attention is directed at the components of an experience and synthetic 

attention is directed at a higher level category or the significance of the 

experience.  For example, if I am having a second order analytic experience of 

being tired of running then I might be aware of my pounding heart, my 

constricted breathing, the movement of my legs, my desire to stop running, 

and a conflicting belief that it would be good for me to continue.  In contrast, if I 

                                                 
60 Lambie, J. and Marcel, A. (2002). Consciousness and the Varieties of Emotion Experience: 
A Theoretical Framework. Psychological Review. Vol. 109, No. 2, 219 –259. 
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am having a second order synthetic experience of being tired of running in the 

same situation, I will be explicitly aware that my body is in constant motion 

which I wish to stop, but I might be unaware that my heart is racing and my 

lungs are unhappy with me.  However, my body state will still be part of my 

first order experience and this what it is like to be feeling tired from running is 

still informing my synthetic second order experience of running.  Additionally, 

note that synthetic versus analytic attention is a matter of degree and through 

the course of an experience a person might switch among different modes of 

attention. 

Emotion Experiences 

I previously distinguished between an emotion state which is a set of 

states typically including, but not limited to, cognitive, behavioral, and bodily 

states and an emotion experience which is an emotion state plus a set of 

phenomenal states.  All of the states that contribute to an emotion 

experience—representational, evaluative, bodily, behavioral, and 

phenomenal—are not modalities unique to emotion experience.  These state 

types are all independently motivated modalities each of which significantly 

and continually contribute to our everyday experience.  We obviously often 

experience the conjunctive occurrence of these five modalities.  If an emotion 

experience is defined as an experience that includes perceptual, evaluative, 

bodily, behavioral, and phenomenal states then in the absence of further 
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specification the conjunctive occurrence of these five states will always result 

in an emotion.  This definition clearly over predicts the instances of emotion 

experiences.    

For example, if I am swimming underwater in the ocean then I will 

perceive water and sand all around me, make the cognitive evaluation that 

swimming is healthy and good for me, have a pounding heart in reaction to the 

exertion of swimming and have constricting lungs in reaction to the lack of 

oxygen, contract the muscles in my face in a particular way so as to not allow 

any water to enter my body through my mouth or nose, and feel motivated to 

rise to the surface to breath.  In addition, I will be consciously aware of all 

these different modalities of my experience.  Yet, even though I am 

experiencing the conjunctive instantiation of the five modalities of emotion 

experience, I am not (as described) experiencing an emotion.  Accordingly, 

only some subset of the conjunctive occurrences of these five modalities 

should be properly understood as emotion experiences (and additionally 

conjunctive occurrences consisting of only some subset of the five modalities 

will also be understood as emotion experiences).  Hence, there must be some 

additional process or property that is responsible for distinguishing emotion 

experiences from non-emotion experiences.    

That process is categorization.  The categories of emotion experience 

are constructed on the basis of learning to recognize patterns of affective 
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response constituted by the conjunctive instantiation of multiple modalities.  

The basic idea is that emotions are synthetic multimodal constructs whereby 

categorization is the process responsible for the synthetic construction.  

Categorizing emotions requires possessing the capability to have synthetic 

second order experience.  Hence, in the absence of possessing this capability 

what others might experience and understand as an emotion experience 

would be experienced by such an individual as just another one of many 

instances of the conjunctive instantiations of these five modalities.   

To be clear, I am not claiming that every instance of experiencing an 

emotion requires explicit categorization and synthetic second order 

experience.  Rather, the claim is that experiencing emotions requires having 

previously exercised this capacity.  In addition, I am not claiming that every 

instance of an emotion experience must involve all five modalities.  Rather, the 

claim is that an emotion experience will involve some substantial subset of 

these modalities and that prototypical instances of emotion experience (which 

form the bulk of my examples) include all five modalities. 

Categorization 

With regard to emotion experience, categorization makes an 

appearance at two distinct places in the process.  One, we categorize the 

event that triggers the emotion experience.  Note that what I refer to as the 

event is often referred to by other theorists as the object of an emotion.  It is 
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preferable to speak in terms of events since often the triggering event is 

typically not an object or static situation but rather a temporally extended and 

multi-faceted event.  Most emotion theorists would agree, even those who 

prefer to speak in terms of objects, so this is not a point of contention, but 

rather a point of clarification.  Two, we categorize the emotion experience itself 

as being of a particular emotion e.g. happiness or rage.  It is this second act of 

categorization that needs to be explained.  However, first it will be helpful to 

comment more generally on the process of categorization. 

Categorization is a complex, high level, cognitively driven process 

which is critically different from the process of labeling.  The startle response 

serves as an illustrative point of contrast between learning to label an affective 

response and learning to categorize an affective response.  The startle 

response has an extremely predictable characteristic facial expression and 

reliably occurs only in response to events that invoke an element of surprise.  

Given the lack of variance in both the physiological response itself and the 

event types that induce the startle response it is relatively easy to identify the 

startle response as a uniform category of response and to label this response 

as the startle.  In other words having experienced one instance of being 

startled it is only a small inductive step to label the startle response given a 

second experience of being startled.   
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In contrast, given one instance of being sad requires a much larger 

inductive step in order to learn to recognize other instances of sadness (unless 

the sadness is triggered by the same antecedent event).  In general there is a 

much broader range of physiological responses and event types that we 

associate with each complex emotion than is the case for simple affective 

responses such as startle or other bodily states such as feeling hungry.  Each 

emotion category (i.e. sadness, grief, rage, happiness) covers a range of 

related responses along a spectrum that we learn to associate with a range of 

event types and a range of related appraisals that we learn to sort into fuzzy, 

resemblance based categories.  Hence, the suggestion is that innate 

categories might exist for many of the simpler affective responses while the 

more complex affective responses require the active construction of categories 

of experiences corresponding to the emotion concepts acquired through 

experiential learning.  Recall that affective responses are considered simple in 

virtue of being characterized as exhibiting high predictability and uniformity of 

response pattern whereas complex affective responses are characterized as 

exhibiting high flexibility and variability in response patterns. 

To stress a previously made point, the claim is that the capacity for 

constructing categories of emotion experience is a necessary condition, but 

this is distinctly not to claim that each individual emotion experience requires 

explicit categorization.  The phenomenology of emotion experiences varies 
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and just as with the categorization of event types in general, we are typically 

able to act in response to our emotions regardless of whether the emotion is 

categorized implicitly or explicitly (though in some situations it will be 

advantageous for the categorization to be explicit). 

In the next section, I argue that in the absence of the capacity to 

employ the categorization process in the service of creating such multimodal 

constructs an individual lacks the capacity to experience emotions. 

Alexithymia 

Alexithymia, literally “no words for feelings,” is a condition marked by 

the following four features: (1) difficulty in identifying and describing feelings; 

(2) difficulties in distinguishing feelings from other bodily sensations; (3) lack of 

imagination and; (4) a tendency to focus on external events rather than inner 

experiences.61 The research on this condition is still in the early stages and 

there are quite possibly many different (but related) conditions being lumped 

together under this term.  

Lane et al. propose that alexithymia should be conceptualized as the 

emotional equivalent of blindsight.62  Blindsight is a phenomena associated 

with lesions in the primary visual cortical area.  Patients with such lesions 

claim that they are blind, yet when these subjects are presented with visual 

                                                 
61 Ljubomir, A. and  Varlamov, A. (2004) Associations of Alexithymia with Anterior and 
Posterior Activation Asymmetries During Evoked Emotions: EEG Evidence of Right 
Hemisphere Electrocortical Effort. International Journal of Neuroscience. Vol. 114, 1443-1462. 
62 Lane, R., Ahern, G., Schwartz, G., and Kaszniak, A. (1997). Is Alexithymia the Emotional 
Equivalent of Blindsight? Biological Psychology. Vol. 42, 834-844. 
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stimuli and the experimenter insists that they attempt to respond to the visual 

stimuli, their behavioral responses are highly accurate.  This suggests that at 

some level the blindsight patients are able to perceive stimuli, but that they are 

not conscious of doing so.  The same problem has been found in other 

sensory modalities including blindsmell and blindtouch.  Following, Lane et al. 

suggest that perhaps alexithymia can be understood as the condition of 

blindfeel.  Their idea is that that environmental events do trigger an emotional 

response in alexithymics but that they do not feel anything or do not know how 

they feel (perhaps due to lack of interoceptive awareness). Also, like blindsight 

patients, alexithymics are able at times to behaviorally respond to affective 

experience, but there is an apparent dissociation between their behavior and 

their experience.   

Lane et al. additionally hypothesize that it is possible that alexithymics 

report an absence of feeling because of a lack of ability to use language to 

match an event with bodily sensations.  In light of more recent data Andre 

Aleman has arrived at a similar hypothesis that the core problem with 

alexithymics is an inability to learn to verbalize emotions.  He thinks this is 

because such learning requires the development of associations between 

particular affective states and particular words and that the structures in the 
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brain responsible for such relational processing are damaged in 

alexithymics.63 

This understanding of alexithymia describes the condition as applying 

to individuals who in some sense have analytic emotion experiences, that is 

they experience instantiations of the five modalities of emotion experience that 

map onto the states instantiated during the emotion experience of others, but 

who lack the capacity to have synthetic emotion experiences in which the 

conjunctive instantiation of these states is understood as a particular, 

relational association that can be categorized as an instance of a particular 

emotion experience set apart from experience in general.  As a result, 

alexithymics exhibit marked deficiencies in their ability to factor emotional 

information into their decisions and actions.  Hence, this observed dissociation 

between the states that comprise emotion experience and the ability to 

explicitly experience emotion suggests that the ability to categorize second 

order synthetic experiences as particular emotion experiences is a necessary 

condition for experiencing emotions. 

Alexithymics appear to lack the ability to categorize emotion 

experiences and consequently also lack the ability to understand the meaning 

of emotion experience, to make inferences based on emotions, and to direct 

their actions in response to emotion experience.  This disconnect between 

                                                 
63 Aleman, Andre. (2005). Feelings you canʼt imagine: towards a cognitive neuroscience of 
alexithymia. Trends in Cognitive Science. Vol. 9, No. 12, 553-555. 
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categorization on the one hand and meaning and action on the other hand is 

not a feature unique to this condition but rather is a more general characteristic 

of the process of categorization. 

  For example, suppose I arrange the letters ʻAʼ, ʻPʼ, ʻPʼ, ʻLʼ, and ʻEʼ 

together to form ʻAPPLE.ʼ  If I am able to categorize this arrangement of the 

letters as the world ʻappleʼ then I will be able to understand that this word 

refers to a sweet and sometimes tart fruit that is roundish in shape and grows 

on trees, i.e. I will understand what this set of letters means.  However, if I just 

view this set of letters as simply and only that, a random set of letters, and I 

am unable to categorize this set and recognize it as a particular arrangement 

of letters and not just random, then I will be unable to extract any meaning 

from this set.  In some sense the word ʻappleʼ still exists despite my lack of 

categorizing it as such.  Yet, in the absence of categorizing the set of letters 

will lack meaning for me and I will be unable to make any inferences or 

decisions based on this set of letters, e.g. If you ask me if I want to eat an 

ʻAPPLEʼ I will not know how to respond.  However, if I am able to categorize 

ʻAPPLEʼ then I will be able to make inferences based on the meaning of the 

word and I will respond yes to your question. 

   Similarly, my claim is that if a person is unable to categorize the 

experience of a particular conjunctive instantiation of modalities as a 

happiness experience then she cannot properly be understand as having an 
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experience of happiness despite the fact that the proper arrangement of 

modalities might be currently instantiated in her experience so as to otherwise 

constitute happiness.  Moreover, in failing to categorize her experience as 

happiness she will not be able to understand the meaning of this experience 

and accordingly will not be able to make any inferences or actions based on 

the meaning of this experience. 

Summarizing Thoughts 

Applying the aforementioned generalizations about categorization and 

emotion to a specific emotion—anger—will help to solidify an understanding of 

the claim that emotions are synthetic multimodal constructs.  Anger 

experiences are synthetically constructed via the process of categorization 

when there is a conjunctive instantiation of some or possibly all of the five 

modalities such that these modalities contain anger relevant content. Imagine 

a person named Henry who experiences the event of leaving a store, walking 

into the parking lot, and observing that his car has a large dent that was not 

present before he went into the store.  Henry thinks that this dent must have 

been caused by someone that parked their car next to his and that the dent is 

large enough that the person must have known they made the dent, yet failed 

to leave their insurance information on Henryʼs car.  His heart rate and blood 

pressure increase, his cheeks flush, and his brow furrows. Henry feels 

motivated to start yelling at the person responsible for the dent if only he knew 
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whom that person was.  Finally, Henry, aware of these changes in his mental 

and bodily states, thinks to himself “I am so angry!”. 

An important implication of understanding emotions as multimodal 

constructs is that emotion experiences are neither discrete phenomena nor 

products of a discrete brain process.  Rather, emotion experience is a 

synthetic category of experience that arises from the variable instantiation of 

many different brain based processes.  While this introduces a large factor of 

variance into the construction of emotion categories that might seem in tension 

with the folk observable fact that there is remarkable interpersonal 

convergence of emotion categories the MCM contains the resources to explain 

this observed fact.  The fact that emotions are constructed from biologically 

universal modalities coupled with the fact that emotions play an essential role 

in navigating the social environment are sufficient constraints for arriving at the 

construction of emotion categories that are universally understood within a 

cultural community.  The cross-cultural similarities and differences with regard 

to emotion construction will be further discussed in section four.  The next 

section focuses on explaining the process of how emotion experiences are 

constructed now that a sketch of what constitutes an emotion experience has 

been presented. 
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2. Constructing Emotion Experiences 

Prior to delving into an explanation of the theoretical framework of the 

emotion construction process, I will quickly review the claims around which the 

theoretical framework will be erected. 

I have claimed that there is a spectrum of affective responses ranging 

from simple to complex where the more prototypical emotions such as 

happiness or anger are on the complex end of the spectrum while responses 

like the startle are on the simple end of spectrum.  Some instances of an 

emotion such as fear might fall on the complex end of the spectrum while 

another instance of fear might fall in the middle (and similarly with the other 

emotions).  Remember that affective responses are considered simple in 

virtue of being characterized as exhibiting high predictability and uniformity of 

response pattern whereas complex affective responses are characterized as 

exhibiting high flexibility and variability in response patterns. 

Additionally, I have stressed the claim that emotions are not discrete 

entities that the brain triggers nor a product of an emotion module in the brain, 

but rather that emotions are constructed as synthetic categories that are 

composed of the cooperative efforts of multiple brain and body based 

processes working together.  In describing emotions in this way, as synthetic 

multimodal constructs, there is the virtue of consistency with the 

understanding of the brain as being plastic.  I also previously described the 
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brain as being prediction based.  This feature of the brain will play a significant 

role in understanding the process of constructing emotion experience.   

In light of these claims about emotion and the architecture of the brain, I 

begin with a framework that is consistent with these claims, biologically 

plausible, and provides an opportunity for understanding how the synthesis of 

the multiple modalities of emotion experience can be accomplished.  Rick 

Grushʼs emulation theory of representation and motor control is precisely such 

a framework.  Following an explanation of his theoretical framework, I explain 

how the other components of emotion experience can be understood in light of 

analogous information processing principles to those that Grush employs in 

the construction of his framework.  Finally, I bring together all five modalities of 

emotion experience in order to tell a complete story about how emotion 

experiences are constructed.  

Representation  

Grush develops a control theoretic based information processing model 

that explains how perception, imagery, and motor control are intimately related 

as different aspects of a single strategy for controlling behavior on the basis of 

information about the body and its environment.64  Grushʼs theory focuses on 

                                                 
64 Grush, Rick. (2004). The Emulation Theory of Representation: Motor Control, Imagery, and 
Perception. Behavioral and Brain Sciences. Vol. 27, 377-442. 
Grush, Rick. (2005). Internal models and the construction of time: generalizing from state 
estimation to trajectory estimation to address temporal features of perception, including 
temporal illusions. Journal of Neural Engineering. Vol. 2, 209-218. 
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emulators which are internal models that the nervous system constructs for a 

particular target system that is typically either some aspect of the body or the 

environment.  In order to understand how and why emulators can be usefully 

employed by the brain in this way it will be helpful to begin by explaining the 

basics of control theory.  Following this introduction of terminology and the 

abstract principles, I explain Grushʼs helpful qualitative example. 

 A simple control schematic involves a process, a controller, and an 

emulator.   The process is the term for the controlled system.  The controller is 

what produces the control signal.  The controller sends the control signal to 

the process and additionally sends a copy of the control signal, called the 

efference copy, to the emulator.  The emulator is a device that implements the 

same (or very close) input-out function as the process.  When the emulator 

receives the efference copy it produces an output signal, called the emulator 

feedback, which is identical or similar to the feedback signal produced by the 

process.  The emulator feedback is sent to the controller. 

 However, such a schematic is too simple to describe the biological 

systems Grush wants to model so he introduces another construct, called a 

Kalman filter or KF (note there is nothing specific about this type of filter that 

will be particular to the ways in which I co-op this framework for explaining 

emotion experience but it will serve as a representative model for the control 

principles I am interested in illustrating).  The KF maintains a model of the 
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process which evolves over time under three influences: one, the processʼ 

own dynamic; two, process noise, which is any unpredictable external 

influence; and three, the driving force, which is any predictable external 

influence.  In order to keep an updated model of the process, the KF 

compares the expectation of what the signal should be to what the signal 

actually is.  Based on the mismatch between the expected signal and the 

measured signal the KF adjusts its estimate of what state the real process is 

in.  So in some conditions, such as when the sensors on the plant are known 

to be unreliable and there is a lot of sensor noise, the expectation is given 

more weight than the signal.  Conversely, in conditions in which the process 

noise is high, but the sensor is known to be reliable and is creating little noise, 

the expectation is given less weight than the signal.  The term Kalman gain is 

used to describe whether the expectation or signal is given more weight.  If the 

sensor noise is small compared to the process noise, and the signal is 

weighted more heavily than the expectation, then the Kalman gain is high.  

Conversely, if the sensor noise is large compared to the process noise, and 

the expectation is weighted more heavily than the signal, then the Kalman gain 

is low. 

A KF can be integrated into the control scheme explained above.  The 

primary difference is that now the external driving force for the KF is the 

control signal.  The process in the original scheme is now expanded to 
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represent the process, measurements, and noise separately.  And the 

emulator now represents in more detail the emulation of the process and the 

measurements.   

Grush explains the conceptual problem and solution structure embodied 

in KF-control schemes in the context of a qualitative example.  The example is 

ship navigation. The general principles of how the relevant systems function 

are known, however, the state is not entirely predictable due to process noise 

and imperfect sensors.  The task is for the navigation team is to keep track of 

the shipʼs actual location on the basis of imprecise bearing measurements.  

The solution is for the shipʼs crew to maintain a model of the process in order 

to provide predictions about the shipʼs location.  These predictions will be used 

in combination with actual measurements about the shipʼs location in order to 

maintain a good estimate of the state of the system.  This enables the shipʼs 

crew to make use of sensor information, i.e. their actual measurements, but to 

have a means of providing a better estimate of the shipʼs location in not being 

limited by potentially problematic sensor noise.   

In employing this solution, the navigation team considers the ship the 

process which is modeled on a map. The process, i.e. the shipʼs location, is a 

function of the shipʼs location at a previous time plus the driving force and the 

process noise.  The driving force is the shipʼs engine speed and rudder angle 

and the process noise consists of the unpredictable winds and ocean currents.  
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The model requires the navigation team to keep track of predictions at each 

time step for where the ship should be and to compare these predictions with 

the actual bearing measurements of the shipʼs location.  The crew must factor 

in the Kalman gain in these calculations.  The Kalman gain will be determined 

by taking into account the predictability of the winds and currents and the 

precision of their bearing measurements. 

Ultimately, Grush wants to explain the information processing structure 

of motor and visual imagery in the same general emulation framework as the 

ship navigation example. I will bypass the details of Grushʼs arguments and 

explanations in this regard since they are not essential for understanding his 

general emulation framework as it relates to representation and perception.   

What is notable about Grushʼs view of perception is that he shifts away from 

the traditional, narrow view of perception as a separate sensory modality and 

instead focuses on developing an integrative model in which he is able to 

parsimoniously explain how core aspects of perception, motor control, and 

imagery emerge from their roles in a single, information processing strategy.  

This integrative view of perception sets the stage for being able to easily 

incorporate the feeling component as another aspect of this same information 

processing strategy.   
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Feeling 

Grush suggests that the theory behind Antonio Damasioʼs off-line “as-if 

loops” could be understood as part of the processing framework of visceral (or 

emotion) emulators.65  Grush leaves his suggestion undeveloped and so this 

section is a theoretical sketch of a promising way in which his suggestion 

could be developed. 

Before adapting Damasioʼs ideas to fit into an emulation framework, it 

will first be helpful to review the basic idea behind his theory.66  In contrast to 

the view that feelings can only be constructed via the reaction of the body to 

brain signals, Damasio argues that the brain has learned to construct a fainter 

image of an “emotional” body state without actually having to reenact the 

feeling in the body proper.  Damasio refers to these brain based feelings as 

“as if” emotions since it feels “as if” the emotion is being instantiated in the 

body.  In bypassing the body “as if” emotions have the advantage of avoiding 

the slow and energy-consuming process associated with freshly enacted body 

states.  Damasio explains that “as if” emotions develop from the repeated 

exposure in developmental stages of a particular mental image paired with a 

particular body state. Eventually, this repeated exposure results in a 

                                                 
65 Grush, Rick. (2004). The Emulation Theory of Representation: Motor Control, Imagery, and 
Perception. Behavioral and Brain Sciences. Vol. 27, p. 394. 
66 Damasio, Antonio R. (1994). Descartesʼ Error: Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain. 
New York: Avon Books, Inc. 
Bechara, A., Damasio, H., Damasio, A.R. (2000). Emotion, Decision Making and the 
Orbitofrontal Cortex. Cerebral Cortex. Vol. 10, 295-307. 
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developed association between the mental image and a surrogate of the body 

state. 

Some emotion theorists argue that all emotions are derived from “as if” 

loops.67  However, Damasio only sees emotions in the “as if” loop as a certain 

subset of our emotions and he places a greater importance on the emotions 

that involve a body loop.  Damasio explains that emotions generated via the 

body loop involve the brain unleashing a barrage of neural and chemical 

signals to the body such that the brain does not know the exact effects this 

barrage will have on the body until the body processes the results.  Feelings 

are derived from a physical “readout” of the body changes.  On the alternate 

view according to which all emotions derive from an “as if” loop the body is still 

physically changed from the emotion, but the feeling is not derived from this 

body based reaction.  Rather the feeling is derived from the brain agent that 

sent signals to the body having also sent these signals to another brain site 

that indicated the commissioned changes to the body.  On this alternative view 

then, feelings are derived from this latter set of signals and thus feelings are 

processed entirely within the brain even though feelings are accompanied by 

body changes. 

Damasio argues against adopting this alternative view in which all 

emotions are constructed from “as if” loops. He writes: 
                                                 
67 Shallice, T. (1993). From neuropsychology to mental structure. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 
Rolls, E.T. (1999).  The brain and emotion. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
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The alternative view of emotions and feelings would be limited, 
time after time, to a fixed repertoire of emotion/feeling patterns, 
which would not be modulated by the real-time, real-life 
conditions of the organism at any one moment. These patterns 
might be helpful if that were all we had to go on, but they would 
still be “rebroadcasts” rather than “live performances”.68 
 

I agree with Damasio that this alternative is unsatisfying, however, the idea of 

emotions being either “as if” loops or body loops is unsatisfying as well.  

Grushʼs suggested visceral emulator presents the opportunity to develop a 

theory that combines the resources of these two types of processing. 

Introducing the construct of a visceral emulator allows for 

“rebroadcasted” emotions to be updated by information from the “live 

performance.”  Essentially, the visceral emulator is able to operate as an “as if” 

loop but also has the option of switching to the “live performance” mode in 

which the brain is updated by the bodyʼs reaction to the barrage of chemicals 

released by the brain.  The idea is that in “live performance” mode the visceral 

emulator would still be engaged in modeling the feeling and providing a 

predicated estimate of the feeling, but that this initial, predicted feeling can be 

updated by information received from the “body loop” as the experience 

unravels.  So the suggestion is that the brain is almost always up and running 

with an estimate of how our body will react to the barrage of chemicals, but 

this barrage can be corrected by the bodyʼs live reaction.  Hence, in contrast to 

Damasioʼs view which considers “as if” and “body loop” emotions to be two 

                                                 
68 Damasio, Antonio. ibid. 



 

 

105 

different types of emotions, the visceral emulator view considers “as if” and 

“body loop” emotions to be two extreme modes of operation of a single 

information processing model of emotion. 

There are two immediate, primary advantages of introducing the 

construct of a visceral emulator that can be co-opted from two general 

advantages of Grushʼs framework.  One, we are introspectively aware of our 

ability to produce imagery by imagining past or future events.  Grush points out 

that this ability can be explained as running the relevant emulators off-line in 

the absence of being updated by online information.  Similarly, we are able to 

specifically re-experience our emotional reaction to a previous event or to feel 

an anticipated emotional reaction to a future event.  The existence of a visceral 

emulator that can be run offline explains how we are able to engage in this 

multimodal imagery process involving emotion states.  Two, if the body 

emulator is operating online in parallel with the body state then this allows the 

nervous system to construct better estimates of the bodyʼs true state than 

would be possible from the noisy sensor signal alone.  Sensor signals have 

the advantage of being causally tied to the body and so are able to provide 

information about the body state that might not be predictable by the body 

state emulator.  However, real time sensor signals also have the 

disadvantages of being slow and subject to noise.  In situations where 

immediate responses are crucial, the lag between when an action is executed 
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and when the sensors report on the effects of that action (which is called 

deadtime in control theory) can have harmful effects.  So it is an advantageous 

filtering strategy to combine the top down noise free predictions of the body 

state emulator with the bottom up noise sensitive signal of the body state 

because the combined estimate will be superior to either the emulator or 

sensor signal estimate in isolation.  Grush identifies this as an advantage of 

his emulation based framework for motor control and a similar advantage 

applies to a framework involving a visceral emulator, i.e. if the visceral 

emulator is operating online in parallel with the viscera then this allows the 

nervous system to construct better estimates of the visceraʼs true state than 

would be possible from the noisy sensor signal alone. 

Moreover, since Grushʼs view of perception has the advantage of 

locating perception as just one aspect of a more complicated and integrated 

information processing strategy in which perception is entangled with motor 

control and imagery it is relatively straightforward to understand how we can 

consider the visceral emulator as providing multimodal perceptual feedback as 

just another integrated aspect of a complex information processing strategy.   

Grush explains that in the context of the emulation theory of 

representation perception can be characterized as follows: 

Perception is shown to be not a matter of starting with materials 
provided in sensation and filling in blanks until a completed 
percept is available.  Rather, completed percepts of the 
environment are the starting point, in that the emulator always 
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has a potentially self-contained environment emulator estimate 
up and running.69 

 
Analogously, my suggestion is that the perception of our feelings should be 

understood not as a matter of starting with the materials provided in sensation 

and filling in the blanks until a completed feeling is available, but rather 

completed feelings should be viewed as the typical starting point since the 

visceral emulator always has a potentially self-contained estimate up and 

running.   

Grush continues on to explain that in the perceptual process that “the 

role played by sensation is to constrain the configuration and evolution of this 

representation.  In motto form, perception is a controlled hallucination 

process.”70  Again, analogously, my suggestion is that the role played by the 

sensations of our body state is to constrain the configuration and evolution of 

our perceptual representations of our body state, i.e. our feelings. Hence, in 

motto form the claim is that feeling is a controlled hallucination process. 

Thus rather than treating the process of emotion as a dilemma in which 

feelings are either produced entirely by the brain or by the body the visceral 

emulator model allows the production of feelings to be a joint effort between 

the brain and the body in which the slow, real time feedback of the body 

informs the unfolding feeling component process which will typically be 

initiated by a prediction produced by the brain based on previous bodily 
                                                 
69 Grush, Rick. ibid. p. 393. 
70 Grush, Rick. ibid. p. 393. 
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experiences.  The visceral emulator has the additional advantage of being 

easily conceptually integrated into a multimodal framework for perception, 

representation, and motor control in general. 

Returning to control theory, I am now in a position to explain how the 

proposed visceral emulator operates in this framework.  The process is the 

personʼs feeling state, the driving force is the signals the brain sends to the 

structures of the brain responsible for the perception of the body state, and the 

process noise consists of the unpredictable online reaction of the body. The 

observed signal is the measurement of the bodyʼs response to the barrage of 

chemicals released by the brain.  A low Kalman gain causes the predictions to 

be weighted more heavily than the bearing measurements so a low Kalman 

gain will correspond to a personʼs feeling being primarily influenced by the 

brainʼs modeled prediction of the feeling.  Conversely, a high Kalman gain 

causes the sensory measurements to be weighted more heavily than the 

predictions which will correspond to a personʼs feeling being primarily 

influenced by sensory information directly provided by the body.   

At this point, I have introduced a considerable amount of conceptual 

machinery and so a quick summary will be helpful. One of the key conceptual 

points to keep in mind at this point is to understand that the representation and 

perception of feelings are part of an integrative information processing 

framework that involves expectations and predictions.  According to this 
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framework, feelings can be constructed either entirely online, entirely offline, or 

as a filtered estimate of the two.  Feelings that are constructed entirely online 

are constructed from the bodyʼs real time reaction to the brainʼs signals and as 

such are only subject to bottom up influences.  Feelings that are constructed 

entirely offline are constructed from the visceral emulator responding to the 

brainʼs signals and as such are only subject to top down influences.  Feelings 

that are constructed involving a filtered estimate involve an initial predicted 

offline response that provides a top down influence and then an updated 

online response from the body provides a bottom up influence.  The filtered 

estimate takes into account the combination of these top down and bottom up 

factors.  The Kalman gain describes whether the offline, top down, predictions 

of the brain or the online, bottom up, sensory measurements of the body are 

weighted more heavily in producing the filtered estimate.  In the next section, I 

extend some of the characteristics of the emulation framework to 

understanding the role of evaluation and motivation in constructing emotion 

experiences. 

Evaluation 

Typically, appraisal theorists discuss evaluation in terms of a single, 

primary appraisal that serves as a trigger for the ensuing emotion.  In contrast, 

I will promote a characterization of the evaluative process of emotions as 

being prediction driven and temporally extended.  In claiming that the process 
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is prediction driven this is to highlight the fact that the initial appraisal of an 

event can be a prediction based on expectations about the event rather than 

an active cognitive evaluation of the event as it unravels in real time.  For 

example, the expectation of feeling happy to see a friend can trigger feeling 

happy prior to the event of actually seeing the friend.  In addition, in order to 

further understand the way in which evaluation is temporally extended and 

appears at various stages of the unfolding emotion experience a distinction 

can be drawn among appraisals, reappraisals, and meta-appraisals. 

This distinction among these three types of appraisal is best illustrated 

in the context of an example. Picture a person (call him Scott) who is eating 

breakfast in the lobby of his hotel prior to his presentation at a conference in 

the hotel ballroom.  When the waiter brings him his cranberry juice, just as he 

is about to set it down on the table, a child knocks into the waiter, causing him 

to spill the cranberry juice all over Scott.  Scott can feel the surge of anger 

rushing through his body as he imagines giving his talk with a cranberry juice 

soaked shirt.  At this point Scott has made an appraisal that someone has 

caused him unprovoked harm and that he is reciprocally angry.  He is about to 

yell at the waiter when he pauses for a moment and reappraises the situation.  

Scott acknowledges to himself that it was not the waiterʼs fault, it was just an 

accident, and looking at his watch, he realizes that he has enough time to 

change into a fresh shirt before his talk.  Scott still is not happy, but he can feel 
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the anger surge in his body slowly beginning to subside and he no longer feels 

disposed to yell at the waiter.  So a reappraisal is an appraisal that occurs 

subsequent to the initial appraisal in which a person evaluates the unfolding 

situation and tries to do so having discounted their initial appraisal by 

attempting to make use of new information or to take a new perspective on the 

situation (although of course initial emotion responses and their attendant 

appraisals will likely influence temporally subsequent responses in such close 

temporal proximity). 

Meta-appraisals are a personʼs evaluative judgment of their own 

appraisal (whether this is the initial, primary appraisal, or a reappraisal).  For 

example, if in the above situation, Scott had begun to yell at the waiter, and 

then noticed that he was attracting stares from his fellow diners, and then 

made the evaluative judgment that his anger expression was inappropriate 

and a source of embarrassment, then Scottʼs judgment about his anger would 

be a meta-appraisal because it an evaluative judgment about his initial 

appraisal.  Sometimes, as in this situation meta-appraisals will likely trigger a 

reappraisal of the situation.  However, in situations in which a personʼs meta-

appraisal consists of a positive evaluative judgment of their emotion state, e.g. 

if Scott meta-appraised his initial anger response as justified, a person is 

unlikely to reappraise the situation. 



 

 

112 

These three types of appraisals help serve to characterize the 

evaluative aspect of emotions as not limited to functioning only as an initial 

trigger for an emotion by showing how appraisals can also provide a continual 

top down influence on the unraveling emotion experience.  However, this is not 

to downplay the fact that appraisals and predicted appraisals regarding a 

future event can and do serve as the trigger for some emotion experiences. 

Motivation 

While the category of behavior encompasses a broad range of states 

as previously discussed, in now discussing behavior as it specifically pertains 

to emotion experience, I focus on motivation (and not action).  This is because 

the motivational impulses constitute the behavioral component of emotion and 

not the overt actions of behaviors that might result from acting in accordance 

with such impulses.  While some actions become understood as indicative of a 

particular emotion state, e.g. wanting to kick someone is indicative of anger, 

kicking someone is better understood as a consequence of being angry than 

as being a component of anger.  It is a mistake to confuse the consequence of 

a process (kicking) with the phenomenon itself (anger). 

A motivational state is an urge or drive towards either or both 

instrumental (e.g. kicking) and expressive (e.g. crying) action.  This 

motivational state will typically be derivative upon the body state responsible 

for producing the feeling component.  For example, when I am swimming in 
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the ocean and feel something brush up against my leg and I experience fear 

my pounding heart is responsible for both my embodied feeling of fear and for 

my motivation to swim towards shore as fast as possible.  This urge to swim is 

motivated both by my pounding heart and by classifying this urge as 

specifically an urge to swim away from the unknown sea creature that I 

envision as responsible for touching my leg.  Still, this is not to suggest that 

motivational states are necessarily so specifically directed towards a course of 

action.  In other instances we might have a general motivation towards action 

or inaction as when we are feeling sad and feel generally unmotivated to 

engage in any action.  The same processing principles responsible for 

production of the feeling component will also be responsible for the 

motivational component and as such the motivational state will be subject to 

the same constant online revision as the feeling state. 

The Information Processing Story 

I previously claimed that feeling is a controlled hallucination process 

and I am now in a position to further develop and defend this claim.  The claim 

is not that emotions are hallucinations in the sense that emotions are not or do 

not correspond to real events in the world or real physiological changes in the 

body.  Rather, the claim is best understood as describing emotion experiences 

as the result of a controlled typically veridical hallucination process.  The 

process is a hallucination in the sense that emotion experiences are typically 
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initially produced from top-down mechanisms.  The process is veridical in the 

sense that some aspects of the unraveled emotion experience will have been 

constructed in reaction to the perception of events in the world.  And the 

process is controlled in the sense that online, sensory input from a variety of 

modalities serves to constrain and modify the unfolding emotion experiences 

when this online input conflicts with the expected or predicted input or output.   

An advantageous feature of understanding emotion experiences as 

being constructed in an emulation based framework is that it is possible to 

explain a range of emotion experiences from those that are constructed 

entirely offline to those that are constructed entirely online where most 

experiences are likely to be produced from a combination of both online and 

offline content.  An emotion experience that is constructed entirely offline is 

produced from the emulators for each of the components of emotion.  Such an 

emotion experience can be described as constructed by our imagination.  An 

example would be if an individual closes his eyes and imagines what he will 

feel like when he has to give a speech the next day and then experiences 

feeling nervous.  Both the representation of the event of the speech and the 

representation of the nervous body state are products of the interaction of their 

respective emulators and are constructed entirely in the brain.    

In contrast, an emotion experience can also be constructed entirely 

online and most likely this will be the case in a novel or surprising situation in 
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which a person has little or no expectations because of either lack of 

experience or situational constraints.  For example, if a person enters into their 

own surprise party and experiences both surprise and happiness it is easy 

enough to suppose that these emotions are constructed entirely online and in 

real time (particularly if this person has never before experienced having been 

thrown a surprise party).  This is not to suggest that the emulators and 

expectations might not play a role as the emotion experience unravels, but 

rather to point out that the initial emotion experience is constructed almost 

entirely from unfiltered online content.  Most likely, most emotion experiences 

will be a mix of offline and online content, i.e. a mix of expectations and 

predictions and real time updates, such that it will be difficult to differentiate 

how much of the resulting emotion experience is a product of these competing 

inputs.  The content of the output of all of the components will form the 

available first order content for the phenomenological component.  What we 

become explicitly aware of in terms of second order experience will be some 

subset of this content of first order experience and will be influenced by where 

and when we are directing our attention as well as how we categorize the 

experience. 

Another advantageous feature of grounding emotions in an emulation 

framework is that I am able to sidestep the debate between the appraisal 

theorists and the Jamesians over whether appraisals or feelings are the trigger 
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for emotions.  The MCM as grounded in an emulation framework rejects the 

idea that emotions are processed in a unidirectional process in which a 

singular aspect of the emotion is responsible for triggering the other 

components of the emotion.  Instead, in recognition of the fact that all of the 

components of emotion experience are independently manifesting processes 

that are routinely engaged apart from their role in emotion experience, the 

MCM explains that the trigger for an emotion experience can be either or both 

the evaluative and feeling components (or other components, for that matter). 

I predict that for the simple, more reflex like affective responses such as 

startle, the trigger is likely to be the feeling component whereas for more 

complex affective responses such as pride, the trigger is likely to be the 

evaluative component.  Additionally, more prototypical emotion experiences 

such as happiness or sadness likely begin with both the evaluative and feeling 

components independently responding to the perception of the event.  

However, regardless of how an emotion experience begins the resulting 

experience will be subject to continual bottom up body based constraints and 

top down cognition based constraints. 

At this point it will be instructive to set these generalities aside for a 

moment and examine some concrete examples of how this proposed 

framework explains emotion construction.  I begin by introducing a simple 

example of an emotion experience.  While not strictly speaking incorrect this 
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simple explanation of the introduced emotion experience ultimately misses 

what I understand as fundamental details of the process of constructing 

emotion experiences.  Accordingly, I continue to tweak the example in order 

show how the MCM is able to account for a variety of layers of complexity and 

how even simple experiences necessarily involve a degree of complexity. 

Imagine a girl named Sue and the event of her opening a present from 

her friend.  Sue perceives an object in the box that she opens and immediately 

her heart starts to beat quicker and her body and head feel light and clear.  

Simultaneously, Sue makes the cognitive evaluation that she likes the object in 

the box both in that the object is likely to produce enjoyable times for her in the 

future and she appreciates the thoughtfulness of her friend in giving her this 

present.  Moreover, Sue feels motivated to express thanks and appreciation 

towards her friend and finds herself breaking into a smile.  Sue does not think 

to herself “I am happy,” but on an implicit, subpersonal level Sue has 

categorized this particular conjunctive instantiation of representational, 

evaluative, bodily, behavioral, and phenomenological states as sufficiently 

resembling her concept of happiness and if Sue were asked if she were happy 

she would be able to immediately respond, yes, with little reflection time. 

This general gloss on Sueʼs emotion experience misses some critical 

aspects of the process of constructing emotion experiences.  Sue has 

probably opened many presents in her life and she has probably previously 
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opened a present from this particular friend.  There is a standard set of social 

norms that govern present giving and opening such that regardless of Sueʼs 

actual evaluation of the present she knows there is an expectation of 

appreciation for having received a present from her friend.  Moreover, we can 

imagine that Sue has an expectation for whether or not she will like this 

particular present based on previous presents she has received from her 

friend.  Suppose in this case that Sue genuinely expects that she will like the 

present.   

The MCM suggests that as Sue begins to unwrap the present, prior to 

actually perceiving the object in the box, the emulators responsible for Sueʼs 

visceral, nervous, and other somatic systems are already engaged in the 

process of making the brain believe that Sue is experiencing a body state 

characteristic of happiness and is feeling properly motivated to express 

gratitude.  The emulators are responding to Sue having categorized the event 

of opening a present from a friend and the implicit knowledge and associations 

contained in this category concept.  Additionally, Sue is thinking to herself that 

she is probably going to like whatever is in the box.  At the point at which Sue 

actually perceives the object in the box, Sue makes an online, real time 

cognitive evaluation of the present confirming her prediction that she would 

like the present and her brain initiates an online, real time bodily based 

response to the present.  Because there is a correspondence between the 
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offline, predicted evaluations and reactions to the event and Sueʼs online, 

active evaluations and reactions to the event there is no resulting change in 

Sueʼs emotion experience as it unravels. 

However, such a correspondence between offline and online processes 

will not always exist.  Suppose instead that Sueʼs expectations clash with 

reality and in the moment in which she actually perceives the object in the box 

Sue is incredibly disappointed with the present.  At this point, the emulators in 

Sueʼs brain responsible for the somatic aspects of emotion experience were 

already engaged in the task of constructing a happy somatic state so there will 

be a delay involved in updating this experience because of the online 

processing time involved in her brain reacting to this unexpected present, 

sending this information to the body, the brain receiving feedback from the 

body, and then the brain reconciling the disconnect between this feedback of 

the current body state and the predicted body state.  Sueʼs online, negative 

evaluation of the present will serve as a top down constraint on the unraveling 

emotion experience and eventually both the cognitive and somatic aspects of 

the emotion experience will be in correspondence and jointly contributing to 

constructing an experience of disappointment.  However, at the same time in 

explicit recognition of her disappointment Sue desires to her hide feelings from 

her friends so that she will not appear unappreciative of her friendʼs present.  

Accordingly, Sue will engage in emotion regulation strategies such as trying to 
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change her bodily expression and attempting to reappraise the present.  To 

the extent that these strategies are successful, Sueʼs emotion experience will 

continue to unravel as a result of the interplay between both the different 

modalities of emotion experience and the offline and online content of these 

modalities. 

To be clear I present the Sue example as a prototypical example of how 

the construction of an emotion experience might unfold.  As such the example 

illustrated the engagement of the maximum potential of modalities involved in 

emotion experience.  However, my view is not that the engagement of all 

these modalities is necessary for emotion experience, but rather that the 

engagement of a subset of these modalities is sufficient for emotion 

experience.   

In the next section in order to both further explain the MCM and to 

highlight the contrast between this view of emotions and the more traditional 

view I present a metaphorical illustration of the model. 

The Little Guys Story 

The traditional view of emotion can be illustrated by imagining this little 

guy in the brain, call him Emo, seated at a giant switchboard in which each 

emotion has its own switch.  The switchboard is laid out in a two dimensional 

grid in which valence is the horizontal axis and intensity is the vertical axis.  

The unpleasant emotions are on the left side of the grid, the pleasant emotions 
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on the right side and active, engaging emotions on the top and more passive, 

disinterested emotions on the bottom.  Hence the switchboard is divided into 

four quadrants with, for example sadness, being both passive and negative is 

in the lower left quadrant, and elation being both active and positive, in the 

upper right quadrant.  Emo has access to information gained from all the 

sensory modalities.  Emoʼs job is to make an evaluation of events as they 

occur and flip the switch that corresponds to the appropriate emotional 

response.  When Emo flips a switch he sets into motion a cascade of events.   

So, for example, if a person, unthinkingly, picks up his bowl of soup and 

starts drinking from it during a formal dinner then Emo will evaluate the 

situation and flip the embarrassment switch which will send a series of parallel 

signals to different parts of the brain.  A signal is sent to the personʼs 

bloodstream which causes the blood to rush to his cheeks and for him to feel 

flushed.  A signal is also sent to release some stimulating hormones so that he 

feels the urge to flee the scene.  And another signal is sent which makes the 

person cognitively aware that he has violated a social norm by slurping his 

soup from the bowl and this makes him think “I feel embarrassed.”   

What is most worrisome about this scenario is not that there is an 

envisioned little person inside the head, but that this little person is in charge.  

Emo is the dictator of emotion experience. To fix this scenario we need to 

imagine a whole entourage of little guys residing inside the head.  Each little 
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guy is independently in charge of a component of emotion and has exclusive 

access to his own distinctive switchboard.  There is a separate representation, 

behavior, feeling, and evaluation, little component guy.  Each little component 

guy is in charge of his component twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week 

regardless of whether or not an emotion is being experienced.  For example, 

the feeling component little guy is in charge of regulating all aspects of the 

somatic state such as heart rate, respiration rate, and the status of the viscera.  

The little component guys are in constant contact with each other.  When an 

event is experienced, each little component guy makes his own assessment of 

the situation and flips the switches that correspond specifically to his 

component.  For example the feeling little guy has a switch to raise the 

heartbeat and another to release adrenaline and another to induce sweaty 

palms while the behavior little guy has a switch to induce a motivation to flee 

and another to freeze and another to cry.  Once the little component guys flip 

their switches each contacts the others and they start comparing their switch 

flip choices with each other so that they can coordinate responses where 

appropriate.  For example, if the feeling component little guy has initiated 

lowering the heart and respiration rate and is generally trying to induce a 

feeling of inaction and the behavior component little guy is trying to induce the 

action of fleeing then one of these little guys will need to alter their choice of 

which switches to flip.  Yet, sometimes the little guys fall asleep on the job and 
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do not end up flipping any switches until they are woken up to the sound of the 

other little guys on the walkie talkie requesting them to respond to the event. 

These little component guys are relatively intelligent and so after years 

of flipping switches they start to notice patterns.  Each of the four little 

component guys builds a duplicate of his switchboard and recruits a little guy 

to be in charge of the duplicate switchboard.  Now the setup is that for each of 

the four components there are two little guys each with identical switchboards.  

The little guys for each component divide the labor such that when an event 

occurs one little guyʼs job is to flip his switches by making predictions based 

on prior experience and to send this information to the other little guy via 

walkie talkie.  The other little guyʼs job is to wait to flip switches until he 

receives direct sensory input from the event as it unravels.  This little guy then 

also informs his buddy of which switches he flipped.  This setup allows the 

little guys for each component to coordinate with each other so that if there is 

an initial clash between the predicted and the actual switch flips they can 

eventually come to a resolution such that they are both flipping the same 

switches.   Of course, as the little guys are prone to do, sometimes the little 

guys whose job it is to flip switches based on their predictions will fall asleep 

and the entire burden of flipping switches will rest on the little guys who are 

responding to direct sensory input. 
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Now envision yet another little guy who is responsible for categorizing 

the emotion experiences.  The task of the categorization little guy can be 

thought of as an emotion editor whose role is similar to that of a film editor.  A 

talented film editor, given a particular vision from the director, is able to know 

which camera angles from which scene shots should be spliced together to 

form a sequence that best gives the viewer a particular overall impression of 

the scene being watched.  Sometimes, this will require shots that focus on a 

particular part of the scene and remain thus focused while at other times this 

might requiring zooming in and out each time focusing on different aspects of 

the scene while at other times the whole scene might be viewed from a birdʼs 

eye view.  Similarly, a talented emotion editor is able to splice together the 

components of emotion experience in a manner so as to produce a discrete 

experience.  The emotion editor must learn when he should focus on a 

particular component of the experience or when we should he aim for 

incorporating all the components into the picture simultaneously.  However, 

our internal emotion editor, i.e. the categorization little guy is not born with an 

understanding or innate talent for editing emotion experiences.  At first, he is 

lost in an endless of maze of potentially interesting patterns of experience that 

can be assembled from the available content generated from the different 

components.  However, eventually over time and through experience the 

category little guy learns to recognize particular patterns of the component 
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processes as constituting a categorizable emotion event, i.e. an experience of 

happiness. 

Part of the problem with the original Emo scenario was that the vision 

contained a switchboard with the labels for all the emotions.  In the end, the 

revised version scenario posits a categorization little guy in charge of a similar 

switchboard.  The critical difference is that in the original Emo scenario the 

category switchboard was operating as the origin of the component processes 

whereas in the little guy scenario the categorization switchboard can operate 

in that manner or in response to the output of all the other component 

processes.  

A Simple Example 

The contrast between the Emo story and the little guy story is probably 

best illustrated in the context of a simple example.  Suppose Jane is walking 

about in the jungle and she stumbles upon a tiger.  The Emo story suggests 

that when Jane sees a glimpse of the orange and black stripes through the 

dense foliage and at the same time hears a guttural growl that Emo assesses 

the situation as one of danger, decides that the appropriate response is fear, 

and flips the fear switch.  Flipping the fear switch triggers the other 

components of emotion to be activated with fear relevant content.  Telling the 

story this way suggests that Emo is an appraisal theorist, but one could also 

easily adapt the Emo story to fit a more Jamesian story of emotion in which 
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Emoʼs switchboard is similarly laid out but simply lacks emotion labels such 

that only after triggering the feeling component of emotion is the corresponding 

cognitive evaluation of the situation as being dangerous and worthy of fear 

registered. 

In contrast, the little guy story suggests that when Jane encounters the 

tiger that the representational little guy categorizes the event as “I see a tiger” 

and simultaneously the feeling little guy, behavior little guy, and evaluation little 

guy independently respond accordingly.  The feeling little guy increases Janeʼs 

heart and respiration rate and sends a surge of adrenaline through her body.  

The behavior little guy makes Jane feel the urge to run away as fast as 

possible.  The evaluation little guy recognizes the situation as dangerous and 

reminds Jane that it is bad to turn your back on tigers since they like to stalk 

their prey.  The categorization little guy in assembling the output of these 

different component processes recognizes this as sufficiently resembling the 

prototype for fear and classifies the experience as such.  However, Jane is 

likely to be so engaged in the moment and to have all her attention focused on 

how to respond to the situation that she might never consciously categorize 

herself as experiencing fear, although after the fact she will easily be able to 

describe the experience to herself in terms of having been filled with fear. 

Because the tiger was a surprise to Jane the little guys who are in 

charge of making predictions were essentially uninvolved in the process.  In 
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order to understand how prediction factors into the story, it will be helpful at 

this point to work through a more complex example that includes discussing 

the phenomenology of a more involved unfolding emotion experience. 

A Complex Example 

Imagine the situation in which you have made plans earlier in the week 

for a date with someone for a Saturday night.  You are at the stage of dating 

where things are both still new and exciting but you are beginning to know the 

person well enough to think that this could really turn into something.  When 

making the plans neither of you had any ideas about what to do so you both 

vaguely mentioned the possibility of dinner and your date decided that she 

would call you on Saturday after you both had time to think about what you 

wanted to do and you would collectively figure out the details at that time.  On 

Saturday, you have thought of a couple possible options for where to eat 

dinner and what to do afterwards and you are excited about the idea of 

spending another evening in the company of your date.  As the day 

progresses you start looking at your phone more and more frequently to make 

sure you have not somehow missed the call that you are excitedly awaiting.  

As it gets later in the day anxiety and nervousness slowly begins to gnaw 

away at your excitement.  Soon it is five pm and you start thinking that it is 

getting rather late at this point to make dinner plans and that perhaps your 

date was thinking you would just get together after dinner.  Another two hours 
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pass and at this point you begin to wonder whether you are being stood up 

and whether you should call your date or play it cool and wait to hear from her.  

Finally, as you are reaching for your phone for the hundredth time that day, it 

rings.   

The little guys jump into action.  The expectation representation little 

guy registers the event as “She is calling!” and relays this information to the 

other little guys. In response, the expectation feeling little guy starts flipping 

switches like mad initiating a flurry of movement in your stomach, i.e. the 

butterflies, increased blood flow to your cheeks and a general feeling of 

lightness, i.e. as if you could walk on air.  The expectation behavior little guy 

increases your general energy and readiness for action preparing you for 

pacing around in circles while on the phone and speaking far too fast without 

first thinking about what you are saying.  The expectation evaluation little guy 

gives the event a thumbs up since it is finally the instantiation of a desired 

event type.  All of this happens before you have even looked at your phone to 

confirm with yourself that it is in fact her calling.  As you open the phone to 

answer it and confirm that it is in fact her calling, the representation little guy 

registers the event as “She finally called much later than expected.”  The 

feeling little guy starts flipping switches like mad again and increases your 

heart rate, attempts to change your feeling of excited energy into one of 

agitation, and tries to add a pit to your stomach.  The behavior little guy 
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channels your energy towards expressing disappointment at having been 

made to wait around in anticipation for so long.  And simultaneously, the 

evaluation little guy confirms the evaluation of his expectation little guy giving 

the event a thumbs up. 

So by the time you answer the phone and say hello your 

phenomenology of the emotion experience is somewhat in a state of flux, but 

the switch flip choices made by the expectation little guys are starting to fade 

in favor of the online response of the other little guys and you are starting to 

feel disappointed and upset more than excited to finally talk to her.  However, 

she then responds to your monotone hello with a genuine, enthusiastic 

sounding hello, and this sends the little guys into another flurry of motion.  The 

feeling little guy renews his switch flipping in favor of excitement and a positive 

body state and the behavior little guy follows suit.  Yet, then she starts talking 

about how overwhelmed she is feeling at work and how behind she is with 

everything.  The evaluation little guy changes his mind and proclaims that the 

mission should be aborted.  But this appraisal clashes with the overall feeling 

of excitement you still have at this moment and you proceed to try and suggest 

that she can finish everything up on Sunday and should take the night off to 

hang out with you.  Optimistically anticipating a positive answer to this 

suggestion, your little expectation feeling and behavior guys send another 

surge of excited energy through your body.  And after what seems like an 



 

 

130 

extraordinarily long pause, she responds “I would love to hang out with you 

tonight, seriously I would, but unfortunately I really need to stay in tonight and 

work and take care of some errands.  Iʼm so stressed out right now that you 

wouldnʼt want to hang out with me anyway.  Letʼs reschedule for later in the 

week.”  Your stomach drops, your formerly energetic state becomes sluggish, 

and your smile vanishes in response to the switches flipped by the little feeling 

and behavior guys.  But your evaluation little guy remains optimistic believing 

that she does still honestly want to hang out with you and is not simply making 

up an excuse and that you should respond to her situation with empathetic 

understanding.  Meanwhile the categorization little guy has been run ragged 

attempting to synthesize in your awareness all of this conflicting and 

continually updated information about your emotion state and to do so in a 

manner that promotes your ability to categorize the experience (this is 

because identifying yourself as being nervous or excited or upset is typically 

more helpful in terms of informing future actions than just recognizing that your 

body state is in a state of chaos). 

Summarizing Thoughts 

While I have been stressing the variable nature of the unraveling of 

independent components of emotion experience in order to contrast this view 

with the more traditional view of emotion experience in doing so I explicitly am 

not intending to imply that every emotion experience is constructed online and 
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entirely scratch.  This would be a most inefficient way for the brain to create 

emotion experience.  The brain is a pattern finding, prediction making 

apparatus and accordingly, given a suitable range of previous emotion 

experiences, the expectation little guys are consistently employed.  Many of 

our emotion experiences can be thought of as recycled emotions.  These 

emotions are recycled in the sense that the body and brain are reconstructing 

familiar experiences based on the reinstantiation of common component 

outputs.  Still, recycled emotions are subject to online modification which 

suggests that what contributes to the saliency of unexpected emotions (other 

than the fact that they are unexpected) in reaction to seemingly familiar 

situations is the contrast that is experienced between the expected emotional 

experience that is initially induced and the experience that eventually unfolds. 

This change in the emotion experience becomes more salient than if the same 

emotion experience was induced from a neutral point and helps rightly call 

attention to the present situation because a contrast between our expected 

emotion experience and our resultant emotion experience provides us with 

potentially important information that might not otherwise have been 

highlighted in pure cognitive processing. 

We experience this salient contrast between predicted and actual 

emotion experience, not just with emotions, but in all different circumstances in 

which the brain employs models of the body in calculating motor actions and 
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predicting feedback.  For example, sometimes I have the experience of 

reaching out to grab a cup I have been drinking out of and as I lift the cup to 

my mouth the cup is surprisingly lighter than expected and I apply too much 

force in lifting it.  This is because my brain constructed an internal model of the 

action of reaching for the cup prior to my doing so and calculated the expected 

sensory input.  But sometimes the brain miscalculates and so arises a salient 

sense of the cup being lighter than expected when the actually sensory input 

clashes with the expected sensory.  If this clash had not occurred, then 

chances are that I would not have otherwise been conscious of the weight of 

my cup.  This tendency for familiar sensations and feedback to fade into the 

background of our conscious experience is equally true of our emotions.  The 

important point here is that regardless of how an emotion experience initially 

begins to unfold, i.e. whether it is recycled or novel, the experience is 

constantly subject to modification via both top down and bottom up effects.  

To recapitulate, emotion experience is generated by a continuous, 

feedback oriented, multimodal process that maximally integrates 

representational, evaluative, bodily, behavioral, and phenomenological 

processes.  These are each independently motivated component processes 

that are routinely integrated in experience in general and that are woven 

together in the particular repeated patterns in emotion experience that we 

learn to categorize as particular emotions.  Our phenomenological states 
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facilitate this categorical integration and are responsible for the way in which 

we are able to experience emotions as a synthetic whole.  To the extent that 

we repeatedly encounter similar events on a daily basis, much of our emotion 

experience is a product of expectation and recycled responses that are 

triggered by the initial perception and representation of such events.  As the 

experience unfolds this offline content is influenced by the responses 

generated online by various processes, but with the exception of novel or 

unexpected events our conscious perception of the emotion experience will 

largely be a product of expectations and emulated responses.  However, this 

experience is subject to change depending upon our attentional focus at any 

given time. Conceptually the key idea here is to not understand emotions as 

discrete entities but rather to understand emotions as existing only as a 

particular fuzzy category of experience that we sometimes experience as 

discrete through a joint effort of our perceptive, categorization, and 

phenomenological faculties. 

3. Comparing and Contrasting the MCM with other Theoretical 

Models 

While I believe that the multimodal construct model is novel in certain 

critical respects, the model certainly shares important assumptions and 

features with other previously developed models of emotion.  In particular, the 

MCM is most closely associated with models developed by Klaus Scherer, 
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James Russell, and Lisa Feldmann Barrett.  Each of us begins with similar 

background assumptions in rejecting the discrete, basic emotions approach, 

but the models we have each developed are interestingly divergent.  It will be 

instructive to explain the essential characteristics of each of their respective 

models and to subsequently highlight the dissimilarities with respect to the 

MCM in order to both facilitate a greater understanding of the MCM in and of 

itself and its relative merits compared to proximate, competing views.   

Schererʼs Component Process Model of Emotion 

Scherer and his collaborators advocate a specific componential theory 

called the component process model of emotion (CPM). CPM characterizes 

the emotion process “as a continually fluctuating pattern of change in several 

organismic subsystems” and rejects the basic assumptions behind discrete 

emotion theories. 71   

The CPM model defines emotion as “an episode of massive, 

synchronous recruitment of mental and somatic resources to adapt to, or cope 

with, a stimulus event that is subjectively appraised as being highly pertinent 

to the needs, goals, and values of the individual.”72  Specifically, there are five 

emotion components: cognitive, peripheral efference, motivational, motor 

expression, and subjective feeling.  As an event unfolds an individual performs 

                                                 
71 Scherer, Klaus. (2005). Unconscious Processes in Emotion: The Bulk of the Iceberg in 
Emotion and consciousness ed. by Barrett, L.F., Niedenthal, P. M., and Winkielman, P. New 
York: Guilford Press, p. 312-334. 
72 Scherer, K. ibid, p.314. 
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a series of evaluative checks in order to assess the significance of the event 

along a number of dimensions; these checks are called stimulus evaluation 

checks (SECs).   

A central assumption of componential patterning theory is that the 

different organismic subsystems are highly interdependent such that changes 

in a subsystem will tend to trigger related changes in the other subsystems.  

So as an event unfolds and an individual performs the SECs each check is 

expected to differentially and cumulatively affect the state of all other 

subsystems.  The general process is recursive and there are predicted to be 

complex feedforward and feedback mechanisms existing between the 

subsystems.  Emotion differentiation is suggested to be the result of the net 

effect of all subsystem changes brought about by the outcome profile of the 

SECs. 

The CPM model also suggests that it is the process of synchronization 

that is responsible for eliciting and organizing the process of multi-component 

integration.  Synchronization is hypothesized to occur largely outside out 

awareness and what does attain consciousness will often be the result of 

integration occurring at preconscious stages.  Individuals are described as 

becoming aware of their feelings in “experiential chunks” that provide 

phenomenal unity to subjective feeling or qualia (note Scherer uses term 

ʻqualiaʼ nearly interchangeably with the term ʻfeelingʼ and at one point 
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describes qualia as “specific emotional experiences that are unitary, indivisible 

phenomenon”).  On this model then, consciousness and subjective feelings 

are emergent qualities that derive from an appraisal-driven process of the 

synchronization of multi-modal responses from various organismic 

subsystems. 

Scherer has postulated that dynamic non-linear systems theory could 

help model the process of synchronization.  The basic idea is that an emotion 

episode would begin with appraisal results serving as the triggering input to 

massively coupled psychophysiological oscillators which would undergo a 

state transition from previously chaotic behavior and would undergo 

synchronization through the process of increased coupling and mutual 

entrainment.  Different patterns of appraisal results would produce different 

sets of order parameters that would stimulate the synchronization process into 

the direction of specific attractor states.  The emotion episode would end with 

a steady weakening of the synchronization, a decrease in the degree of 

coupling of the component systems, and a transition back to a chaotic state.   

The MCM diverges from Schererʼs model in a few key ways.  Schererʼs 

model is extremely appraisal driven.  While I grant that appraisals are an 

integral component of emotion experience, I do not think that an appraisal is a 

necessary condition for triggering a multimodal response to an event.  

Appraisals can be a sufficient condition for triggering different modalities, but 
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in other instances individual modalities will be triggered by the representation 

of the event type.  For example, the body state changes associated with 

feeling embarrassed and the motivation to flee the scene can be triggered 

upon perception of having tripped and fallen down the stairs in front of a large 

audience prior to having made a cognitive evaluation of the event. 

In additional contrast to Scherer, I do not think that emotion experience 

is like qualia; it is not an indivisible, unitary phenomenon.  Sometimes we 

experience emotion as a unified, synthetic whole and our understanding of 

emotion is conditional upon having such emotion experiences.  Yet, emotion 

experiences that might phenomenologically be described as emergent do not 

reveal the nature of emotion experience but rather reveal how our attentional 

focus has filtered and framed that particular emotion experience.  By shifting 

our attentional focus we can have an analytic emotion experience in which we 

experience the individual components of emotion as such.  The subjective 

experience of emotion is not as Scherer suggests simply our becoming aware 

of “experiential chunks”.  Emotions are not strictly emergent phenomenon and 

emotion experience is not epiphenomenal, but rather the emotion experience 

itself continues to influence the unraveling of the entire experience. 

Additionally, Scherer explains how the individual components of an 

emotion experience are integrated by appealing to the process of 

synchronization.  He hypothesizes that dynamic systems theory will be able to 
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explain the process of synchronization and will accordingly be able to explain 

how individual components of an emotion become a unified whole.  However, 

if the components of emotion experience are individually motivated modalities, 

then each of these components is no more concerned or affected by the other 

components in emotion experience than these components are in experience 

in general.  If as Scherer suggests, in experiencing an emotion state a person 

is headed towards a state of equilibrium, then this implies that there is some 

sort of innate, equilibrium state.  However, it unclear why an initially induced 

emotion state would be a non-equilibrium state.  The claim that an initial 

emotion state is not at a point of equlibrium until synchronized requires 

assuming that there are innate, equilibrium friendly emotion states.  However, 

this contradicts Schererʼs claim that he has rejected the discrete, innate basic 

emotions framework.  Moreover, Scherer does not provide an adequate 

reason to believe that this assumption is true.  From the point of view of the 

body there in not anything better about being in a pure emotion state versus a 

“blended” state.  Rather, I suspect that what drive does exist towards a “pure” 

emotion state results from the cognitive dissonance that arises from the 

conscious self perception of a blended emotion state coupled with a desire to 

understand and categorize oneʼs emotion experience in discrete terms.  

Accordingly, the MCM has the advantage of being able to explain why 

phenomenologically we might feel a drive towards “pure” emotion states but 
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can do so without appealing to a process that requires assuming that there are 

innate, discrete emotions. 

Russellʼs Psychological Constructionism 

Russellʼs account critically integrates the concept of core affect and the 

process of categorization into explaining emotion experience.73  Russell 

explains core affect essentially in the same basic terms as Barrett.  She 

explains core affect as the basic building block of emotional life which 

functions in a sense as a neurophysiological barometer of the individualʼs 

relation to an environment at a given point in time.  The “core” part of core 

affect denotes the simple nature of the meaning of this form of affective 

response.  Core affect indicates whether events or stimuli are pleasureful or 

painful or rewarding or harmful.  This basic meaning of core affect supports 

the claim that core affect is pancultural.  The term “core” also indicates that 

this form of affective responding forms the core of human emotion experience.  

While a person might not always be conscious of his core affect it is always 

available to consciousness and is experienced as a feeling combining valence 

and arousal.  These feelings are primitive and universal.   

Russell believes that emotion concepts are prototypes which he defines 

as “a cognitive structure that specifies the typical ingredients, causal 

                                                 
73 Russell, James A. (2003). Core Affect and the Psychological Construction of Emotion.  
Psychological Review, Vol. 110, No. 1, 145-172. 
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connection, and temporal order for each emotion concept.”74  Each instance of 

an emotion experience, or what Russell terms an emotion episode is an 

occurant event that sufficiently fits an emotion prototype.  To categorize an 

emotion episode as a sufficient fit for an emotion prototype is to note a 

resemblance between the observed components and a mental representation 

of the prototype.  Resemblance is considered as a matter of degree and so no 

given component is a necessary component since there are many potential 

ways to resemble any given prototype. 

Russell focuses on building a basic theoretical framework for explaining 

what an emotion is and what components are involved in the process of 

emotion experience.  He refers to his account as psychological 

constructionism because he believes that each emotion experience is 

constructed anew to fit its specific circumstances.  The components of an 

emotion episode influence each other, but cannot be placed into an invariant 

sequence and rather are ongoing and temporally overlap.  Interestingly, 

Russell rejects the idea that there is a mechanism that ties the various 

components of an emotion episode into a singular package.  Instead, Russell 

suggests that emotion episodes are coherent packages because they are just 

those instances of experiences which a person categorizes on the basis of its 

resemblance to a coherent package—the folk concept of an emotion. 

                                                 
74 Russell, James. ibid. p. 147. 
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Ultimately I do not think that Russellʼs solution is incorrect as much as it 

is lacking depth of explanation.  Russellʼs model focuses on explaining what 

emotions are and leaves open the explanation regarding the processes 

involved in constructing emotions.  I endorse the bulk of Russellʼs general 

conceptual claims about emotion.  However, I depart from Russell in that I do 

not specifically endorse emotions as prototypes, but rather generally endorse 

a resemblance based view of emotion concepts (of which prototypes are one 

possibility).  In addition, part of Russellʼs contribution is the development of 

terminological distinctions relevant to emotions and while I borrow some of his 

ideas, I depart from his terminology for the most part.  In one sense the MCM 

could be viewed as a means of filling out Russellʼs framework in order to 

explain the relevant processes and mechanisms (in addition to slightly altering 

some of his framework).  Accordingly, it is unclear the degree to which Russell 

would or would not endorse the MCM. 

Barrettʼs Conceptual Act Model 

Barrett has been strongly influenced by Russellʼs work and similar to 

the MCM her model can be viewed as an improvement and elaboration upon 

Russellʼs initial proposed framework.  Barrett replaces Russellʼs focus on 

emotion concepts as cognitive structures with a focus on emotion concepts as 

perceptual, conceptual acts and she endorses Russellʼs claims about the 
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process of emotion and elaborates upon how these claims might be integrated 

into a particular account focused on parallel processing. 

Barrett begins by rejecting (as I have) the view that emotions are 

biologically given and argues that rather emotions exist as experiences which 

are constructed via the process of categorization.75  Barrettʼs model involves 

accepting the truth of two propositions.  One, affect is a basic and biological 

substrate that is available to be categorized.  Two, the conceptual knowledge 

that is employed in categorizing affect is tailored to the immediate situation, is 

represented in the sensorimotor cortex, is acquired from prior experience, and 

is supported by language. 

Barrett argues that what people know about emotion and how people 

use this knowledge to categorize core affect will influence what people feel.  

Barrett endorses a situated view of categorization and rejects the traditional 

and the prototype view of categorization.   According to Barrettʼs view an 

emotion concept is a set of representations or packets of conceptual 

knowledge where each one differs from the others.  Each representation of an 

emotion is situated; that is each representation is a highly specialized package 

of conceptual knowledge that is tailored to the needs of a person in a given 

context. 

                                                 
75 Barrett, Lisa Feldman. (2006). Solving the Emotion Paradox: Categorization and the 
Experience of Emotion. Personality and Social Psychology Review. Vol. 10, No.1, 20-46. 
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Thus for Barrett emotion concepts are constituted as a collection of 

situated conceptualizations.  And situated conceptualizations are perceptual 

symbols.  And perceptual symbols are partial reenactments or simulations of 

the sensorimotor states that occurred with previous instances of the emotion 

category.  So a conceptualization constructs, or simulates, the perceptual 

experience of a category member which brings an instance of category 

knowledge into existence. 

Barrett, adopting Barsalouʼs terminology, further explains that situated 

conceptualizations of emotion are produced by what she terms a ʻsimulator.ʼ76  

A simulator for an emotion category develops as sensory, motor, and 

somatovisceral features are integrated across instances and settings where 

instances of the emotion category are identified and labeled as an emotion.  

As instances of an emotion accumulate, the resulting conceptual system is a 

distributed collection of modality-specific memories captured across all 

instances of an emotion category.  These memories establish the conceptual 

content for the basic-level category of an emotion and can be retrieved for 

later simulations of the emotion. 

Once there is an established simulator for an emotion category, the 

simulator is available to reenact small subsets of its contents as needed.  The 

simulator becomes active when conceptual knowledge for an emotion 

                                                 
76 Barsalou, Lawrence W. (1999). Perceptual Symbol Systems. Behavioral and Brain 
Sciences. Vol. 22, 577-660. 
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category is primed in one of three possible ways: by an aspect of the sensory 

environment, by a motor action, or by a deliberate need to explain core affect.  

Once primed, the simulator is able to generate a representation of an emotion 

that is tailored to the specific context or situation present. 

For Barrett the folk psychological idea of “having an emotion” 

corresponds on her account to categorizing the flux and flow of core affect into 

a discrete experience of emotion.  Barrett argues that this experience of 

emotion is not the result of an “inner eye” perceiving an object called “core 

affect” but rather is the emergent result of changes produced in the person by 

both valuation and categorization processes.  Barrett believes that this fusing 

of sensorimotor representations of conceptual knowledge with incoming 

sensory motor information seamlessly shapes the perception of 

somatovisceral information about core affect into the experience of emotion 

similar to the way in which conceptual knowledge seamlessly shapes 

perceptual processing.  Barrett explains that the conceptual information can be 

thought of as “top-down” and core affect as “bottom-up” constraints on the 

emerging experience of emotions.  What allows the seamless integration of 

these two constraints is that both simulations and core affect share a common 

representational format, i.e. sensorimotor events.  Barrettʼs idea is that these 

two processes, the conceptual and the affective, progress in parallel.  

Meanwhile each process serves to limit, shape, and constrain the way in 
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which the brain achieves a “solution”, i.e. a coherent, singular, and organized 

interpretation of the emotion experience that fits both the individual and the 

situational context. 

Barrettʼs account is critically dependent upon the brain treating 

concepts as perceptual symbols (see Barsalou77) and upon core affect being a 

physiologically accurate conceptual account of our body based, affective 

responses.  While the MCM is compatible with such an account of concepts 

and core affect, it is not wedded to the success or failure of these research 

programs focused on perceptual symbols and core affect. 

Barrett and I explain the categorization process of emotion experiences 

in a contrasting way.  Barrett thinks that when a “solution” is reached by the 

conceptual and affective processes, then an emotion experience emerges as 

a discrete, categorized experience.  I disagree with Barrett, as I did Scherer, 

that emotions are an emergent phenomena (although I do think that Barrettʼs 

model suggests a more plausible means of explaining emotion as an 

emergent phenomena).  Emotions do not always arise as discrete 

experiences.  While the phenomenology of second order synthetic emotion 

experiences might capture a sense in which emotions are emergent, 

depending on our directional awareness we also have analytic or first order 

experiences of emotion.  Essentially, the contrast between Barrett and I is that 

                                                 
77 Barsalou, Lawrence W. (1999). Perceptual Symbol Systems. Behavioral and Brain 
Sciences. Vol. 22, 577-660. 
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she appears to endorse categorization as a necessary condition for each 

emotion experience whereas I claim that categorization is a necessary 

condition for having the capacity for emotion experience, but that it is not a 

necessary condition for any given emotion experience. 

In addition, Barrettʼs model pitches emotion experience as a battle 

between top down and bottom up constraints.  I agree with Barrett that this 

battle is being fought and I endorse the way in which Barrettʼs model diverges 

from traditional linear process models in order to describe the reciprocal 

influence that cognitive and body based components can exert on each other.  

However, Barrettʼs model fails to acknowledge the critical importance of a 

second battle in the emotions experience arena—the battle between offline 

and online information, between predicted and real time conceptual and 

affective information—which introduces another level of potentially conflicting 

constraints into the process of constructing an emotion experience.  Barrett 

acknowledges that emotion experiences will be influenced by and partially 

based on previous emotion experiences, but her model lacks an explanation of 

the process or mechanism by which this is accomplished.  Moreover, this 

acknowledgement is different than recognizing the essential role of prediction 

in constructing emotion experiences.  The MCM provides a theoretical 

framework for understanding the entire range of processes that are 

simultaneously exerting an influence on the unraveling emotion experience.  
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The MCM explains how at the same time that the cognitive and body based 

components are exerting a reciprocal influence on each other these 

components are also internally developing based on the reciprocal influence 

between the offline predicted response and the online response. 

4. Explanatory Advantages of the Multimodal Construct Model 

At this point, I have presented a complete explanation of the theoretical 

framework for understanding emotions as multimodal constructs.  In this 

section I elaborate upon the explanatory advantages and motivations for 

endorsing the MCM.  

Minimal Assumptions 

First, in rejecting the five assumptions in the previous chapter and in not 

replacing those assumptions with other assumptions about emotion the MCM 

has been developed with a minimal number of pre-theoretical commitments 

about the nature of emotion.  The pre-theoretical commitments that this theory 

does require are primarily related to the nature of the component processes 

and the architecture of the brain.  Ultimately, these assumptions are related to 

three advantages of the multimodal perspective.  One, this view integrates well 

with and is sensitive to what is known about the different modalities 

responsible for contributing towards the construction of emotion experience.  

Two, the MCM framework is pitched at an ideal level of abstraction such that 

the framework has the flexibility to be able to incorporate further details 
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regarding the component processes as more research on these processes is 

conducted.  Three, the trajectory in the research of brain processes is towards 

increasing complexity.  Hence, it is quite plausible that the understanding of 

emotions will follow a similar trajectory in which the unidirectional causal 

process originally attributed to emotion will and should be replaced with a 

process that involves feedback loops as I have posited. 

Consistency with Folk Psychology 

While the MCM departs from many emotion researchers intuitions 

about the nature of emotion, it is still primarily consistent with the folk 

psychological understanding of emotion experience.  Essentially, this is 

because our folk psychological understanding of emotion is primarily derived 

from the phenomenology of emotions and the MCM in focusing on emotion 

experience as opposed to emotion states places a prime importance on the 

phenomenology of emotions.  For example, there is a folk psychological 

understanding that we are able to experience discrete emotions.  While the 

MCM denies the claim that emotions are discrete entities, the model in 

appealing to the work done by categorization and our ability to have synthetic 

second order experiences of emotion is still able to explain why we do have 

discrete emotion experience.  Moreover, as previously mentioned, having a 

folk psychological belief in the discreteness of a psychological entity and then 

empirical research eventually disconfirming this belief is not without precedent 
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in psychology as evident by the history of research in the areas of memory 

and personality. 

Consistency with Evolutionary Explanations 

Additionally, while the MCM was neither developed with the goal of 

explaining the evolutionary origins of emotion nor primarily influenced by an 

evolutionary understanding of emotion the model is consistent with an 

evolution based understanding of the brain and emotion.   

Plasticity in the brain is understand as being evolutionarily adaptive 

since it both provides for certain hard wired response patterns as well as a 

sufficient level of pliability in order to allow for the adaptation of responses to 

environmental influences.  This is consistent with much other research 

suggesting that many features of human responses are a result of both innate 

and environmental influences.  Additionally, prediction driven processes are 

adaptive by means of making efficient use of the resources of the brain in that 

previous experiences are employed in making predictions which allows the 

brain (and depending on the process also the body) to avoid always having to 

recalculate and produce new, online responses in reaction to events.  

I previously characterized affective responses as ranging along a 

continuum from simple to complex with the more prototypical emotions falling 

on the complex end of the continuum.  The more complex affective responses 

are complex in virtue of the conceptual machinery required to experience 
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these responses as emotions.  When we speak of non-human animals 

experiencing emotion in most cases their emotions would map onto the simple 

end of the affective response continuum.  I am disinclined to describe these 

simple affective responses as emotions.  However, this is not to suggest that it 

would be critically wrong to do so nor that all animals are incapable of 

experiencing emotion.  Rather, it is to stress the point that since the ability to 

self reflectively categorize oneʼs own experience as an emotion experience is 

a necessary condition for experiencing emotion it follows that experiencing 

emotion requires a non-trivial level of computational power.  I suspect that 

some, but certainly not the majority of species in the animal kingdom, will meet 

this criterion where meeting the criterion is understood to be a matter of 

degree and not a strict threshold.  Hence, in some sense I think that animals 

experience emotions, but it would be a vital mistake to assume that in studying 

the affective responses of animals that we can simply extrapolate to an 

understanding of human emotions.  This understanding of emotion is 

consistent with an evolutionary explanation since it suggests that as the brain 

developed in complexity similarly the ways in which we experience emotions 

developed in complexity.  Additionally, it acknowledges that there is a 

relationship between the affective responses found in animals traced along 

evolutionary lineages.  
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Cross Cultural Differences 

I have previously suggested that by providing an explanation for how 

the innate component processes are variably integrated via the process of 

categorization as influenced by social and cultural forces the MCM is able to 

both explain why there is sufficient convergence within a culture on a common 

understanding of a set of emotion concepts and why there are still observable 

differences regarding emotions across cultures.  

Emotions play an uncontested vital role in social interactions.  The 

social adaptability gained in being able to communicate about emotions 

motivates the cultural pressure to develop a common understanding of 

emotion concepts as evident by the universality of culturally specific emotion 

terms.78  The fact that individuals who have emotion related disorders almost 

universally experience an accompanying deficit in their social functioning 

abilities helps support this claim of the social importance of emotions.79  

Emotions are so important in large part because what a society values is 

typically reflected in their understanding of emotion concepts.  For example 

the concept and expression of anger differs between people living in Germany 

and Tonga at least in part because of the difference in value of social ranking 

                                                 
78 Elfenbein, H.A., Ambady, N. (2002). On the Universality and Cultural Specificity of Emotion 
Recognition: a Meta-Analysis. Psychological Bulletin. Vol. 128. No. 2, 203-235. 
79 Keltner, D. and Kring, A. M. (1998). Emotion, Social Function, and Psychopathology. 
Review of General Psychology. Vol. 2. No. 3, 320-342. 
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in these two cultural communities. 80  Accordingly, while cross cultural studies 

are still in the beginning stages, the emerging consensus suggests that 

emotions vary across cultures to the extent to which there is a difference in 

values across the cultures. 81 

Cross-cultural studies of emotion experience present a host of 

methodological difficulties.  In large part this is because there is neither an 

agreed upon method for studying emotion experience within a culture nor is 

there an agreed upon method for confirming that what appears to be 

equivalent emotion concepts in two different cultures are in fact the same.  

Hence, in general I approach cross-cultural studies that can be interpreted as 

providing confirming or disconfirming evidence for the MCM with a certain 

degree of skepticism.  However, there are some well conducted studies that 

are worth discussing and which lend a probable degree of support to the view 

that emotions are multimodal constructs. 

Perunovic et al., conducted a study on within-person changes in 

emotion.82  The subjects were a set of East-Asian Canadian bicultural and 

bilingual individuals.  The study found that as these individuals would engage 

in culture frame shifts between context and language they would often 

                                                 
80 Bender, A., Spada, H. Seitz, S., Swoboda, H., Traber, S. (2007). Anger and Rank in Tonga 
and Germany: Cognition, Emotion, and Context. Ethos. Vol. 35, No. 32, 196-234. 
81 Van Hemert, D.A., Poortinga, Y.H., and van de Vijver, F.J.R. (2007). Emotion and culture: A 
meta-analysis. Cognition and Emotion. Vol. 21, No.5, 913-943. 
82 Perunovic, W. E., Heller, D.,  and Rafaeli, E. (2007). Within-person Changes in the Structure 
of Emotion: the role of cultural identification and language. Psychological Science. Vol. 18, No. 
7, 607-613. 
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experience a corresponding shift in their affective experience.  For example, 

the individuals would experience a greater negative association between 

positive and negative affect when they were in a Western compared to an 

Asian psychological state.   Perunovic et al. suggest this is because the 

individuals experience more stress in the former context and that this shift in 

affective experience was predictably based on cultural emotion norms in the 

cultural context the subjects were actively participating in at the time. 

Perunovic et al. suggest that these shifts might be spontaneous and 

arise as a result of the extremely strong social pressure to have a common 

emotion understanding in order to facilitate social interaction.  They conclude 

that ultimately “human affective experience may be more malleable in its 

organization than originally thought.”  Hence, this study suggests (as the MCM 

claims) that the process of categorizing emotion experience involves more 

than attaching a label to experience but rather involves conceptualizing the 

emotion experience in a particular way such that part of this conceptualization 

involves importing social and cultural norms. 

  Another study that supports the multimodal construct view was a study 

conducted by Niiya et al. on Amae which is thought to be an emotion culturally 

specific to the Japanese.83  Amae is defined according to Niiya et al. by Doi as 

the ability “to depend and presume upon anotherʼs love or bask in anotherʼs 
                                                 
83Niiya, Y., Ellsworth, P.C., and Yamaguchi, S. (2006). Amae in Japan and the United States: 
An Exploration of a “Culturally Unique” Emotion. Emotion. Vol. 6, No. 2, 279 –295. 
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indulgence.”  However, Niiya et al. constructed a strictly behavioral definition of 

Amae that enabled them through a series of studies involving both American 

and Japanese subjects to determine whether or not Americans experience 

Amae in their daily lives despite both lacking an understanding or familiarity 

with the concept of Amae.  They found that American subjects reacted 

similarly in Amae situations to their Japanese counterparts.   

 On the basis of these studies, Niiya et al. claim that Americans do in fact 

experience Amae despite their lack of a concept for the experience.  They 

acknowledge that it is entirely unclear the frequency with which Americans 

experience Amae, that while Amae is typically used as tool for affirming 

relationships in Japan it seems to be used as a tool for affirming a sense of 

control in the U.S., and that Americans who feel Amae might assimilate it to 

another emotion such as gratitude, anxiety, pity, or sympathy since they lack a 

concept for Amae.  Yet, Niiya et al. conclude that while the categories of a 

culture undoubtedly influence the emotions the members of the culture feel, 

their study shows that these categories do not completely circumscribe 

peopleʼs emotional lives because given a description of the type of antecedent 

event that triggers a culturally unfamiliar emotion people can recognize it, at 

least partially understand it, and recall events that previously triggered the 

feeling.   
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 I disagree with Niiya et al. on this interpretation and believe that these 

latter observations only demonstrate that people can learn new emotion 

categories but that in light of their own observation that Americans tend to 

react to Amae in a different manner than the Japanese I am unconvinced that 

Americans really experience Amae.  Rather, I think their studies are interesting 

because they demonstrate that Americans sometimes experience components 

of Amae and that when given a behavioral description of these components 

subjects are capable of identifying those instances in which the appropriate 

manifestation of one or more of the component descriptions is occurring.  

However, both because Americans in the absence of this experiment do not 

recognize Amae situations and do not have an understanding of appropriate 

inferences to be made and actions to be taken in response to feeling Amae, I 

think it would be a mistake to claim that the Americans who lack a concept for 

Amae experience the emotion as does someone who grasps the concept.  

Niiya et al. make the interesting suggestion that “the emotions named by a 

language may act as magnets for emotional experience, attracting undefined 

feelings toward the emotions that are defined.”  I think their studies are 

suggestive of this hypothesis and that if this hypothesis turns out to be true 

that this would lend further support towards understanding emotions as 

multimodal constructs. 
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 Cole and Tamang conducted a study in rural Nepal on the different 

emotional responses of children in two different cultural village groups: the 

Hindu Chhetri-Brahmin and the Buddhist Tamang.  The study was conducted 

by having children respond to hypothetical vignettes.  Cole and Tamang found 

that Tamang first graders were more likely to report feeling OK than Chhetri-

Brahmin first graders (and children in the United States who typically report 

negative emotions).  Cole and Tamang acknowledge there are multiple 

possible explanations for this finding and that follow up studies need to be 

conducted but that one reasonable explanation is that Tamang children have 

adopted to the cultural norms of their families.  ʻTikenʼ is the word used in the 

studies and it literally translates to just OK but it indicates a more positive state 

than just OK does in American culture.  Cole and Tamang describe tiken as 

involving “feeling calm without strong positive or negative emotion” and explain 

that “having a peaceful, balanced mind” is a state that the Tamang strive for 

because is consistent with Tibetan Buddhist philosophy.   

 While far from conclusive, this study is suggestive of the idea that being 

socialized in a particular cultural helps shape the way in which individuals 

conceptualize their emotion experiences and accordingly the way in which 

individuals experience emotion.  Tamang children appear to experience their 

everyday feelings in a way that differs from children raised in other cultures.  

Moreover, the experience of tiken does not appear to have an equivalent 
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emotion concept in American culture even though it seems similar to feeling 

OK.  Hence, feeling tiken and feeling just OK is a prime example of the way in 

which while cultures are likely to use similar emotion concepts given the 

biologically universal set of components from which emotion experiences are 

constructed, cultures are also equally likely to develop distinct cultural 

differences in precisely the way in which these emotion experiences are 

conceptualized. 

Emotional Development 

The ability of individuals to understand, communicate about, observe, 

and engage with their emotions varies both intrapersonally and 

interpersonally.  This suggests that experiencing emotions is not an entirely 

innate process, but rather that while there are innate aspects of the process 

there is a sense in which we must learn to experience emotions just as we 

must learn to ride a bike even though we have an innate grasp of many of the 

motor skills involved in the process.  Current research on emotional 

development provides suggestive support for the MCM.   

In The Development of Emotional Competence Saarni presents an 

extensive argument and explanation for how the development of childrenʼs 

awareness of their own emotion experiences is intertwined with learning both 

how to recognize and understand emotion in others and in acquiring the verbal 
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and conceptual knowledge of emotions that is particular to their culture.84  She 

argues that the development of emotional competence requires an 

accompanying development in cognitive abilities.   

The first stage of development requires attaining a sense of self as 

distinct from others so that the child can understand the emotion experience 

as their own.  Hence, Saarni claims it is unlikely that small infants experience 

emotions but she suggests that by around the age of two toddlers are able to 

experience simple emotions.  Another, related, developmental hurdle is 

developing a theory of mind which is a requirement for being able to 

comprehend emotion in others which reciprocally helps children understand 

their own emotions.  Theory of mind is not thought to fully develop in children 

until around the age of four or five. 

Additionally, Saarni argues that the increasing development in language 

skills is another critical aspect of the cognitive abilities children must acquire in 

order to achieve emotional competence.  In support of this claim she cites a 

study conducted by Carroll and Steward on two different age groups of 

children (four to five and eight to nine year olds) that examined the childrenʼs 

understanding of their own emotions relative to their verbal IQ on the basis of 

verbal interviews.85  The younger children who had higher verbal IQs were 

                                                 
84 Saarni, Carolyn. (1999). The Development of Emotional Competence. New York: Guilford 
Press. 
85 Carroll, J. and Steward, M. (1984). The role of cognitive development in childrenʼs 
understanding of their own feelings. Child Development. Vol. 55, 1486-1492. 
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more likely to exhibit a more sophisticated understanding of emotion that was 

similar to that exhibited by the older children.  Carroll and Steward concluded 

that these results suggest that the increased vocabulary of the children 

facilitated their understanding of their own emotion experiences.  Saarni 

suggests this is because knowing the words for emotion concepts and their 

related concepts facilities the ability of children to form representations of their 

emotion experiences.  Forming these representations then allows the children 

to integrate their own previous and future emotion experiences with the 

experience of others and with their growing social knowledge of emotion. 

In forming this social knowledge of emotions, children tend to employ 

scripts and stories that embody the cultural expectations for how to feel and 

how to respond to emotions in others in different social situations.  Saarni 

explains that part of this involves children learning how to communicate to 

others their emotion experiences as part of a meaningful linear causal 

sequence even if this is not how the emotion actually phenomenologically is 

experienced by the child.  She gives the example of watching children play in 

a sandbox and observing one child hit the other over the head with a shovel.  

The child who was holding the shovel might have exhibited no emotional 

expression yet when questioned why she hit the other children will learn to 

explain the action as a result of her being mad which was caused by the other 

child knocking down her sandcastle.  Another example is the fact that we 
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encourage children to express their emotions as mass nouns rather than count 

nouns.  If a child was to say that they “had six mads at preschool today” their 

parent would likely correct their child that rather they “felt mad six times during 

the day.”  This all suggests the way in which children are taught to 

contextualize their emotion experiences.  This contextualization then 

influences childrenʼs future subjective emotion experiences. 

Another important cognitive development related to emotion experience 

that Saarni points to is captured by a distinction Harris makes between 

childrenʼs understanding of intentional targets of emotion versus causes of 

emotion.86  Initially, children construe their emotions as about an object or 

person, e.g. I am mad at you or I am scared of spiders, whereas older children 

learn to understand their emotions in terms of appraising the event that 

precipitated the emotion, e.g. anger at having fought with a sibling or fear at 

having found a spider in the bed.  This distinction has consequences for how 

children are able to regulate their emotion experiences.  Another study by 

Harris and Lipian involved interviewing children in boarding schools about the 

strategies the children were using to alleviate feelings of homesickness and 

sadness.87  They found that older children (age 10) were much more likely to 

use strategies such as distraction, focusing on the positive, or reappraising the 

                                                 
86 Harris, P.L. (1985). What children know about the situations that provoke emotions in The 
Socialization of Emotion ed. by M. Lewis and C. Saarni. New York: Plenum, p.161-185. 
87 Harris , P.L. and Lipani, M.S. (1989). Understanding emotion and experiencing emotion in 
Childrenʼs Understand of Emotion ed. by C. Saarni and P. L. Harris. New York: Cambridge 
University Press, p. 241-258. 
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situation while younger children (age 6) used strategies that were generally 

restricted to changing the situation.  Employing these more sophisticated 

strategies requires children to develop the mental ability to conceptualize 

complex representational states that allow them to understand the relation 

between self, experience, and environment with regard to emotion 

experiences. 

Another particularly difficult task in the course of developing emotional 

competence is the ability to experience the awareness of multiple emotions.  

Saarni explains that children typically first develop the ability to integrate 

opposite valenced emotions about different targets that co-occur in a situation 

and that most children appear to be in preadolescence before they can 

integrate opposite valence emotions about the same target. 

This description of the processes and tasks involved in children 

attaining emotional competence suggests that this competence requires the 

cognitive ability to engage in high level conceptualizing and that this ability is 

importantly related to developing verbal knowledge.  In addition, this picture of 

emotional development presents emotion experience as something that 

changes over time given childrenʼs change in their cognitive abilities and their 

experiences.  Both of these characterizations of the process are precisely 

consistent with the claim that the capacity for categorizing emotion 

experiences is a necessary condition for experiencing emotions.  Additionally, 
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Saarniʼs view suggests that children learn to experience emotions by starting 

with feelings that naturally occur in them and that these feelings are then 

contextualized and given shape and meaning through a process of learning 

and socialization that is culture specific.  Again, this explanation is precisely 

consistent with what would be predicted from adopting an understanding of 

emotions as multimodal constructs.   

Emotion Regulation 

Individuals (with varying degrees of success) are able to regulate both 

their outward display of emotion and their inner experience of emotion.  A 

plausible framework of emotion experience should be able to explain these 

accepted observations about emotions.  The MCM is an ideal position to 

provide such an explanation. 

In seeking to understand the architecture of emotion experience I 

focused on trying to develop an understanding of the conceptual structure and 

organization of the mechanisms and processes involved in emotion 

experience.  In understanding emotions as multimodal constructs, I 

conceptualized the process of emotion experience as a process of 

construction.  

By approaching the problem from this perspective, the resulting 

framework explains both the phenomenon itself (emotion experiences) and the 

processes responsible for creating this phenomenon.  This places the MCM is 
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an advantageous position compared to theories which only focus on 

explaining the phenomenon itself without regard to its origins since developing 

a thorough understanding of how to regulate the product of a process requires 

understanding both the nature of the product and the process responsible for 

its creation.  Accordingly, since the MCM results in an understanding of both 

the components involved in emotion experience and how these components 

combine to form emotion experience, the model is suggestive of the many 

ways and places in which we can intervene in the process in order to regulate 

the unraveling emotion experience.   

5. Concluding Thoughts 

 A large amount of conceptual ground has been covered in the past two 

chapters so it will helpful to look back at where we started and where we are 

now.  I began chapter two by introducing two demarcations problem: the 

global and the local.  The global demarcation problem is the problem of 

identifying emotions as distinct from other folk psychological categories such 

as reasons or desires.  The local demarcation problem is the problem of 

differentiating within the class of emotions the different types of emotion, e.g. 

happiness, sadness, anger.  I explained that endorsing the basic emotions 

approach has been a widely endorsed means of answering the demarcation 

problems.  I argued directly against this approach and discussed the wide-
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ranging criteria that theorists have suggested should be used for identifying an 

emotion as basic.  

 Following, I argued that not only should the basic emotions approach 

be abandoned, but so too should the assumptions about the nature of emotion 

that formed the foundation of this approach.  The first two assumptions—that 

emotions are innate and that emotions are universal—are embraced by a 

position called biological reductionism.  The other two assumptions—that 

emotions are natural kinds and that emotions are discrete—are embraced by 

natural kind theorists.  Additionally, I discussed some theorists who reject the 

idea that emotions are natural kinds, but still endorse the claim that emotions 

are discrete.  I argued that not only are all of these assumptions incorrect, but 

that moreover embracing either all or some subset of these assumptions 

presents methodological problems for the study of emotion.   

 The primary problem is that if emotions are identified as categories with 

boundaries established by nature, then emotions are recognized, and not 

constructed, by the human mind.  If each emotion is produced by a causal 

mechanism and is believed to be identifiable by some set of core properties 

that differentiate an emotion from other emotions, then emotions can be 

studied by focusing on a single component of the emotion response.  This 

component is reasoned to serve as a proxy for the other the components since 

the emotion response was generated by a singular causal mechanism.  This 
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search for identifying characteristic components of an emotion has lead to a 

mistaken characterization of emotions as exhibiting uniform, invariant 

response patterns across people. 

 The empirical evidence fails to substantiate this view.   I argued that this 

failure should be taken not as failure of the current research, but that this 

research is succeeding in continuing to reveal the variable and highly flexible 

nature of human emotional responses.  Affective responses can be 

conceptualized as falling along a continuum ranging from the simple to the 

complex and that highly predictable, patterned responses lie on the simple end 

of the continuum whereas highly flexible and highly variable responses lie on 

the complex end of the continuum.  Accordingly, affective responses such as 

the startle lie on the simple end of the continuum while emotional responses 

such as rage lie on the complex end of the continuum.  I argue that an 

adequate model of emotion should be able to account for the range of affective 

responses.  This requires rejecting the foundational assumptions that inform 

the basic emotions approach and instead focusing on accounting for the 

variable and plastic nature of emotions.  Among other things, this requires 

examining not just what processes contribute to the formation of an emotion 

state, but in additionally factoring in the how the phenomenology contributes to 

the formation of emotion experiences. 
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 In this chapter I constructed a model of emotion experience, the 

multimodal construct model (MCM) which explains how emotions are not 

recognized, but rather are constructed by a joint effort of the brain and body.  

In the process of developing this theoretical framework I indirectly answered 

the demarcation problems, but now I am in a position to provide an explicit 

answer.  The answer is—categorization.  Emotions are affective responses 

which are constructs consisting of the conjunctive instantiation of multiple 

modalities.  The content of these modalities provides the source of material for 

the construction of intra-culturally universal emotion categories that assimilate 

patterns of responses into socially useful discrete emotion categories.  The 

categorization of these experiences affords the means of differentiating 

emotions at both the local and global level. 

 The details of the MCM involved the adoption of Grushʼs emulation 

theory of representation and the application of the foundational principles of 

his view towards developing an understanding of the other components of 

emotion experience.  In particular, the introduction of the construct of a 

visceral emulator provided a parsimonious way to explain how Damasioʼs 

explanation of feelings as being processed by either an “as if” or a body loop 

can be integrated to explain the formation of feelings according to a single 

information processing based model.  The result is a model that explains how 

emotion experiences are constructed through a process that critically 
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integrates both predictions and online updates and which involves reciprocal 

interactions and influences among the different modalities. 

 This characterization of the emotion construction process significantly 

contrasts with the view of emotions as discrete, unified, innate, universal 

phenomena.  Yet, the MCM, is able to explain how people have discrete 

emotion experiences.  Moreover, the model is consistent with the empirical 

data on emotions and the component processes that contribute to the 

construction of emotion experiences.  In addition, the MCM is able to explain 

the spectrum of affective responses.  In being grounded in innate, biological 

processes the MCM can accommodate the fact that some affective responses, 

such as the startle response, are hard wired responses as well as explain the 

variability of ways in which a person might feel sad given the multitude of ways 

each of the components of emotion experience might unravel and how a 

person might direct their attention in different ways towards this experience.  

Part of the flexibility of the MCM is derivative of the fact that none of the 

components of emotions are individually either a necessary or sufficient 

conditions for having an emotion experience.  I claimed only that the ability to 

consciously categorize oneʼs emotion experience is a necessary condition for 

having the capacity for emotion experiences. 

 After explaining the MCM I compared and contrasted the model with the 

three closest, competing models of emotion as developed by Scherer, Russell, 
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and Barrett.  I showed how while the MCM certainly shares important 

similarities with these competing models, it additionally diverges in fruitful 

ways from these models.  Lastly, I addressed some of the explanatory 

advantages that accrue as a result of adopting the MCM.  I did this primarily 

via appealing to the consistency the MCM has with the data and theories that 

have been developed in related fields of inquiry.   

In the remaining two chapters, I turn toward exploring the potential 

explanatory advantages of the MCM from a different perspective.  Given the 

predominance of the basic emotions approach in psychology and the theories 

that have been influenced by this approach, many philosophers who are 

working in normative areas of inquiry and who are interested in the role of 

emotion as related to this inquiry have adopted a basic emotions inspired view 

of emotion.  I examine some potential ways in which adopting the MCM in 

contrast to the basic emotions view should influence how one explains issues 

related to the epistemological and motivational role of emotion. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 
THE EPISTEMOLOGICAL ROLE OF EMOTION 
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Emotion experiences can be epistemologically informative indicators of 

an individualʼs evaluative response to an event.  However, there is no 

guarantee that emotion experiences will necessarily act as such indicators.  

One way in which emotion experiences and an individualʼs beliefs about their 

emotion experiences can fail to accurately track a personʼs evaluative 

response is when the individual engages in self-deception.  In the first section I 

distinguish between two different types of self-deception that occur involving 

emotion experiences and I provide descriptive explanations for each.  I 

suggest that the epistemological utility of emotion experiences should be 

approached with a sense of a caution in light of the potential for self-deception. 

In the second section, I describe a potential positive epistemological 

role for emotions as related to the process of empathy.  First, I begin by 

explicating the framework for explaining the epistemological role of empathy 

developed by Justin DʼArms.  For the most part, I endorse his account, but his 

explanation of the processes and mechanisms involved in empathy is 

incomplete.  I show how integrating the MCM into his framework provides a 

satisfying way of filling out his account. 

Lastly, in the third section, I again express skepticism about the 

potential epistemological role that emotion plays in the course of a discussion 

on moral reasoning. In particular, I argue against Jesse Prinzʼs claim that 

emotions are sufficient for moral judgment.  Prinz uses this claim as part of his 



 

 

171 

argument to support his view of basic sentimentalism.  I argue that wrongness 

of his sufficiency claims implies that if a sentimentalist account is to succeed in 

providing an account of moral judgment it will need to be some form of neo-

sentimentalism.  In addition, while I argue against the idea that emotions play 

a strong role in grounding moral judgments, I suggest an alternative way in 

which emotions can make an epistemologically relevant contribution to the 

moral reasoning process. 

1. Self-Deception 

The philosophical discussions on the topic of self-deception focus on 

cases involving beliefs.  Some philosophers, such as Steffen Borge, are 

skeptics about self-deception and deny that there are any such genuine cases 

of self-deception while others, such as Herbert Fingarette, admit that self-

deception occurs but deny that it requires a special explanation.88  Regardless 

of whether or not there are any genuine philosophical cases of self-deception 

there is a folk psychological phenomenon referred to as ʻself-deceptionʼ and 

this phenomenon deserves a special explanation.  

Few discussions of self-deception directly address cases involving 

emotion and those that do typically assume a strong cognitivist view of 

emotion such that emotions are beliefs (or some other form of propositional 

                                                 
88 Borge, Steffen (2003). The myth of self-deception. The Southern Journal of Philosophy, Vol. 
41, 1–28. 
Fingarette, Herbert (1998). Self-Deception Needs No Explaining. The Philosophical Quarterly, 
Vol. 48, No. 192, 289-301. 
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attitude).  In light of the non-cognitivist view of emotion, the MCM, as 

presented in the previous chapter, I think that cases involving the self-

deception of emotion experience deserve a special explanation even above 

and beyond a general account of self-deception.89 

I start by discussing the general contemporary philosophical approach 

to self-deception.  Following, I provide an explanation of what it means to be 

self-deceived with regard to emotion experience and distinguish between two 

different variants of self-deception: the evaluative variant of emotion self-

deception and the experiential variant of emotion self-deception.  In order to 

explain each of these variants I provide two distinct accounts of self-deception 

and then conclude with a discussion about the importance of the role that 

perception plays in cases of self-deception involving emotion experience. 

Contemporary Philosophical Approaches 

In standard contemporary philosophical theories of self-deception there 

is a division between the intentionalist and the motivationist accounts.  

Intentionalists argue that self-deception is analogous to interpersonal 

deception.  In both cases there is a deceiver and the deceived and the 

deceiver forms an intention to convince the deceived of what the deceiver 

knows to be false.  In order to explain how this happens in the case of self-

deception one common strategy is to appeal to some form of partitioning: 
                                                 
89 Note that in classifying the MCM as a non-cognitivist view of emotion this does not mean 
that there is not a cognitive component of emotion according to the MCM, but only that 
emotions are not reducible to this component (which is what strict cognitivist believe).   
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either temporal or psychological.90  The idea behind appeals to psychological 

partitioning is that there is some sort of partitioning of the mind such that an 

individual is able to form the intention to deceive in one part of the mind and 

then carries this deception out against another part of the mind.91   The idea 

behind temporal partitioning is that self-deception is a process that is extended 

over time such that a person can believe not-P but intend to deceive herself 

that she believes P and in the process lose her belief that not-P.  This 

description of the process allows for the act of self-deception while denying 

that a person simultaneously holds contradictory beliefs.92 

In contrast, motivationists reject the intentionalistʼs claim that self-

deception requires an individual forming an intention to deceive.  Rather, 

motivationists argue that a desire or emotion typically plays a causal role in the 

formation of the false belief not-P despite the fact that the self-deceived in 

some sense knows or has access to the belief P.93  Motivationists are less 

bothered by the idea that a person can simultaneously hold contradictory 

beliefs.  They believe this is a preferable explanation in contrast to the 

intentionalistsʼ explanations which try to avoid this via what the motivationists 

criticize as the construction of unnecessarily complex explanations that often 

                                                 
90 http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/self-deception/#TemPar 
91 For an example of this type of account see Pears, David. (1991). Self-Deceptive Belief 
Formation. Synthese. Vol. 89, 393-405. 
92 For an example of this type of account see Bermúdez, J., (2000). Self-Deception, Intentions, 
and Contradictory Beliefs. Analysis. Vol. 60, No.4, 309-319. 
93 For an example of this type of account see Mele, Alfred. (2001). Self-Deception Unmasked. 
Princeton: Princeton University Press. 



 

 

174 

require the postulation of unnecessary theoretical entities. 

I am strongly sympathetic with motivationist accounts of self-deception.   

In the context of discussing the potential analogy between interpersonal and 

intrapersonal deception Gendler captures well the intuition that intentionalist 

accounts are unsatisfying: 

For whatever else maybe said of it, self-deception cannot involve 
deception of the self by the self in exactly the same way that 
interpersonal deception involves deception of one person by 
another. Self-deception is fundamentally something carried out 
by a single reasonably unified individual on herself, and no 
matter how clever or stupid I am, I cannot deceive myself in 
exactly the same way that I can deceive another.94 
 

Intentionalists do acknowledge that the two types of deception are 

disanalogous in certain respects, yet Gendlerʼs observation highlights the fact 

that clearly there are critical differences between these two types of deception.  

Most individuals are remarkably adept at self-deception and the elusiveness of 

explaining this phenomenon suggests the psychological processes involved 

are more subtle than explicit. 

Self-Deception and Emotion Experiences 

It is important to be clear what it means for a person to be self-deceived 

about their emotion experience.  A person cannot be wrong about their second 

order emotion experience, e.g. the what it is like to be feeling happy. A person 

has unique epistemic access to this experiential state and what a person 

                                                 
94 Gendler, Tamar Szabo. (2007). Self-Deception as Pretense. Philosophical Perspectives. 
Vol. 21, 231-258. 
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consciously feels at that precise point in time is indisputably that personʼs 

emotion experience.  In this quite limited sense then a person cannot be self-

deceived about their emotion experience. 

However, people can and often are self-deceived with regard to their 

belief that their second order emotion experience best captures their 

evaluative response to an event.  This type of self-deception can take one of 

two forms.  And individual can either be self-deceived in believing that their 

emotion experience best captures their evaluative response to an event when 

it fact it does not or an individual can be self-deceived in believing that their 

emotion experience does not best capture their evaluative response to an 

event when in fact it does.  

These two types of self-deception are importantly different.  In the latter 

type of self-deception the individualʼs emotion experience is accurately 

tracking the personʼs evaluative response, but the individual believes 

otherwise.  There is a clash between a personʼs emotion experience and their 

belief about this emotion experience such that what the person is deceived 

about is the evaluative accuracy of their belief.  An example of this type of self-

deception is a person that experiences themselves as feeling angry in reaction 

to an event, but then convinces themselves that they are not really angry.  

Since the self-deception in this type of case occurs because of a mistake 
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regarding an evaluative belief about the emotion experience I call this the 

evaluative variant of emotion self-deception. 

In the former type of self-deception the personʼs emotion experience is 

not accurately tracking their evaluation, but the person believes that it is 

because there is no clash between their beliefs and their emotion experience.  

The deception in this type of case occurs because of an emotion experience 

that does not accurately track the individualʼs evaluative response.  An 

example of this type of self-deception is a person who experiences being 

happy and believes that they are happy, but that this happiness is in some 

respect a suboptimal interpretation of the personʼs evaluative response to the 

event.  Since the self-deception in this type of case occurs because of a 

mistaken experiential emotional response, I call this the experiential variant of 

emotion self-deception. 

The Evaluative Variant of Emotion Self-Deception 

Gendler constructs an account of self-deception as pretense that 

provides an appealing explanation of the evaluative variant of emotion self-

deception.  Gendler understands pretense as similar to imagination or make-

belief such that it is the capacity by means of which we are able to engage in 

simulative off-line processing of situations that need not correspond to actual 

states of affairs.  Gendler explains self-deception as pretense as follows: 

A person who is self-deceived about not-P pretends (in the 
sense of makes-believe or imagines or fantasizes) that not-P is 
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the case, often while believing that P is the case and not 
believing that not-P is the case.  The pretense that not-P largely 
plays the role normally played by belief in terms of (i) 
introspective vivacity and (ii) motivation of action in a wide range 
of circumstances.95 
 

Gendler further explains that what it means to believe that P is that a person 

should be willing to submit their evidence to P to rational scrutiny and should 

be committed to abandoning their belief that P if they were to acquire reasons 

for thinking that P was false.  In contrast, when a person pretends that P is 

true, this acceptance of P does not bear this same attitude of belief that P and 

is potentially independent of how the person understands the world to be.  So 

in cases of self-deception, a person is able to both maintain their belief that P 

and pretend that not-P is true such that not-P plays the typical motivating and 

action guiding role of belief but that the person would be not be willing to 

subject their belief that not-P to the same standards of rational scrutiny as P. 

This provides a good a description of the psychological mechanisms at 

work in cases of self-deception in which an individual feels an emotion but 

then is self-deceived in believing this emotion is not an accurate evaluative 

response.  Gendlerʼs account rightly suggests that were a person pressed on 

their self-deception that the person would be in a position to acknowledge their 

own self-deception upon reflection of evidence introduced and called to their 

attention in favor of P.  This sense in which a person “knows” that they are 

                                                 
95 Gendler, Tamara. Ibid. p. 233-4. 
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self-deceived is not prohibitive of a person still successfully engaging in self-

deception.  As Gendler suggests a person does not need to believe that P in 

order for P to play a motivating and action guiding role.   

For example, suppose that a person experiences feeling angry in 

reaction to an event involving their work colleague.  However, because the 

person desires to maintain congenial relationships at work, the person 

immediately pretends that they are not angry after the event takes place.  This 

person in pretending to not be angry is able to use this belief to motivate 

acting in an amicable manner toward the offending colleague.  And this 

pretense suffices to, on a superficial level, convince the person that they, 

themselves, are not angry.  Yet, if this person were pressed and were asked to 

explain and justify their emotional response to the event, the person would be 

able to acknowledge their anger. 

Hence, Gendlerʼs account provides a satisfactory description of the 

psychological mechanisms involved in the evaluative variant of emotion self-

deception.  However, her account falls short of capturing the psychological 

mechanisms involved in the experiential variant of emotion self-deception.  

The notion of pretense is employed in order to explain how a person can 

appear to, but does not really simultaneously hold two contradictory beliefs, P 

and not-P, simultaneously in mind.  In the experiential variant of emotion self-

deception because the deception involves a false experience (in a sense) 
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instead of a false belief this notion of pretense is unnecessary in providing an 

explanation because this problem of contradictory beliefs is not relevant to this 

category of cases. 

The Experiential Variant of Emotion Self-Deception 

Consider the experiential variant of emotion self-deception.  According 

to Gendlerʼs account a person engages in the pretense of emotion E, believes 

that they feel E, but actually believes they are not-E.  This is plausible and her 

account can explain these types of cases.  Yet, there is another feasible form 

of self-deception in which a person experiences E, believes that E, and does 

not believe that not-E and where E is not the personʼs actual evaluative 

response to the event.   

Plausibly, desires are a sufficiently strong motivating force that a person 

can form such a strong desire to feel E that this motivates an act of self-

deception to be carried out so well that the person actually feels E and is able 

to avoid forming the belief that not-E.  This type of self-deception requires 

foresight.  And this type of self-deception differs from Gendlerʼs account 

because pretense is not involved.  Accordingly, the experiential variant of 

emotion self-deception requires a separate explanation. 

Note that I consider these two explanations of self-deception to each be 

providing a set of sufficient conditions for acts of self-deception that fall into 

each of these categories.  I recognize that there are potential cases which 
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might fall outside the boundaries of either of these categories and thus might 

require yet another type of explanation or might be dependent upon 

psychological mechanisms other than those presented in either of these 

accounts.  

Dana Nelkin presents a motivationist account of self-deception in terms 

of the necessary and sufficient conditions required for an individual to be self-

deceived about their own beliefs (which I take to be merely sufficient). 96  Her 

account is both independently plausible and provides a sufficiently flexible 

framework for being adapted to explain this particular type of case of self-

deception.  I begin by explaining her account and then make the appropriate 

adaptations.   

Nelkin refers to her view as “The Desire to Believe Account.”  Her view 

is based on the proposal that a necessary condition of self-deception is that a 

person have the desire to believe that P is true and that this desire causes the 

person to treat the available evidence in a biased way.  More specifically, 

Nelkin presents her account in terms of the following four conditions: 

(1)  P is false. 
(2) S has the desire to believe that P is true, and this desire  
      causes S to treat evidence concerning the truth value of P in  
      a biased way. 
(3)  Sʼs treating the evidence in a biased way (because of Sʼs  
      desire to believe that P) results in Sʼs belief that P. 
(4) The body of data possessed by S at the time provides greater 
       warrant for not-P than for P, or, if it does not, then the  

                                                 
96 Nelkin, Dana K. (2002). Self-Deception, Motivation, and the Desire to Believe. Pacific 
Philosophical Quarterly, Vol. 83, 384-406. 
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     explanation for that fact is selective data-gathering on the 
    part of S. 97 
 

This account can be straightforwardly adopted, for the most part, to help 

explain the experiential variant of emotion self-deception if P is understood as 

the belief that a particular emotion is the best interpretation of Sʼs evaluative 

response.   

One of the primary mechanisms involved in treating the evidence in a 

biased way will be Sʼs attentional focus.  If S chooses to direct their attention 

to particular modalities of their emotion experience at particular points in time, 

then S can selectively construct their second order experience to map onto 

their desired emotion even if the potential content available in their first order 

experience might better fit an alternative interpretation of their emotion 

experience.  In addition, Sʼs emotional experience is a response to their 

perception and representation of an event and Sʼs desire to feel E can alter the 

way in which S represents the event which can subsequently alter the 

unraveling emotion experience.  I will further discuss this suggestion in the 

next subsection.  

 An adapted version of Nelkinʼs account in which the conditions are 

understood as sufficient (but not necessary) is as follows: 

(1)  The belief P that E is the best interpretation of Sʼs evaluative  
       response is false. 
(2)  S has the desire to feel E and to believe that P is true.  This desire  

                                                 
97 Nelkin, Dana. ibid.p. 394. 
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successfully causes S to feel E and to treat evidence concerning 
the truth of P in a biased way. 

(3)  Sʼs treating the evidence in a biased way (because of Sʼs desire to  
believe that P) and Sʼs selection attention to her first order emotion 
experience results in Sʼs belief that P. 

(4)  The body of data possessed by S at the time provides greater  
       warrant for not-P than for P, or, if it does not, then the explanation  
       for that fact is selective data-gathering and selective attention on 
       the part of S. 
 

This set of conditions serves to explain those cases of the experiential variant 

of emotion self-deception in which a person forms the desire to feel a certain 

way in reaction prior to an event and then in light of having felt that way 

believes that these feelings best capture their evaluative response to the 

event. 

 For example, suppose a person desires to feel joy at attending their 

brotherʼs wedding despite not really liking their brotherʼs bride.  This desire can 

cause the person to both selectively pay attention to particular aspects (not the 

bride) of the wedding.  This selective attention can influence the personʼs first 

order emotion experience and their second order emotion experience can be 

further influenced by the person only paying attention to those aspects of the 

emotion experience that support their desire to feel joy.  After the wedding the 

person believes both that they felt joy at the wedding and that this joy 

represents their evaluative response to the wedding.  Yet, this person is self-

deceived because had they not engaged in selective data gathering and 

selective attention in order to support their desire to feel joy at the wedding, 
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the person would have had a negatively valenced experience at the wedding 

that would have reflected their true evaluative response to the event. 

In conclusion, self-deception is a psychological phenomenon that is 

manifested in a variety of ways which each requires a different explanation.  

The two accounts I have provided cover a substantial subset of those cases of 

self-deception that directly involve emotion experience.  I arrived at the two 

accounts after having distinguished two different senses in which a person can 

be self-deceived about their beliefs as related to emotion experiences.  I 

argued that in the evaluative variant of emotion self-deception a person is self-

deceived in their belief about an emotion experiences such that the person 

engages in pretense in order to substantiate the false belief.  In the other 

variant of self-deception, the experiential variant of emotion self-deception, I 

argued that a person is self-deceived about whether or not their own 

experience best captures their evaluative response to an event.  This type of 

self-deception requires foresight and the desire to believe provides a 

motivation for treating the relevant evidence in a manner that fosters an 

emotion experience that is consistent with the personʼs desire.  In the next 

section, I elaborate upon the contributory role that perception plays in 

instances of this type of self-deception. 
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The Role of Perception in Emotion Self-Deception 

 One of the primary reasons that people are so successfully able to be 

self-deceived about whether or not their emotion experiences are reliable 

evaluative responses is because of the influential role that perception plays.  

In recent decades, framing effects and context effects have been a focus in 

the judgment and decision making literature and many of the results of these 

can be extended to help explain the ways in which emotions are similarly 

reference dependent. I first explain what framing effects and context effects 

are in general terms, and then I explain the ways in which these effects can be 

employed in understanding certain features of the perception of emotion 

experiences relevant to self-deception.   

 A framing effect occurs when different, but equivalent descriptions of 

possible solutions to the same problem result in systematically different 

solution choices by the subjects.  Framing effects are of interest because they 

appear to violate the principle of “description invariance” which is a purported 

normative standard of rationality.  The most well known demonstration of the 

violation of invariance due to a framing effect is Tversky and Kahnemanʼs 

Asian disease problem.98  Tversky and Kahneman had subjects respond to 

the following prompt: 

 
                                                 
98 Tversky, A., & Kahneman, D. (1981). The framing of decisions and the psychology of 
choice. Science, 211, 453– 458.  
 



 

 

185 

Imagine that the United States is preparing for the outbreak of an 
unusual Asian disease, which is expected to kill 600 people. Two 
alternative programs to combat the disease have been proposed.  
Assume that the exact scientific estimates of the consequences of 
the programs are as follows:  
 

 If Program A is adopted, 200 people will be saved.  
 
 If Program B is adopted, there is a one-third probability that 600 
         people will be saved and a two-thirds probability that no people 
         will be saved.  
 
 Which one of the two programs would you favor?  
 
Tversky and Kahneman then had other randomly selected subjects respond to 

a prompt with the same initial story and follow up question but which contained 

this different description of the options: 

 If Program A is adopted, 400 people will die.  
 

If Program B is adopted, there is a one-third probability that 
nobody will die and a two-thirds probability that 600 people will 
die.  
 

In the first version of the problem, a substantial majority of subjects favor 

Program A indicating risk aversion.  In the alternate version of the problem a 

substantial majority of the subjects favor Program B.  So despite the fact there 

is no substantive difference in the outcomes of the proposals for both 

programs in the different versions of the problem the difference in how the 

programs are described provokes different associations and evaluations.  The 

subjects are prone to choose the risk-adverse option in the first version of the 

problem and subjects are prone to choose the risk-seeking option in the other 
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version.  Hence, Tversky and Kahneman reason that subjects violate the 

principle of invariance because their choices are influenced by irrelevant 

features of how the programs are described (since when subjects are 

presented with both versions of the prompt they choose that the same 

program should be adopted in both cases). 

 More recently, researchers such as Craig McKenzie are starting to 

question what precisely constitutes or qualifies as equivalent descriptions to a 

decision problem that supposedly demonstrates a framing effect and what is 

the invariance in “description invariance.”  McKenzie proposes a normative 

standard of “information equivalence” and argues that many of the 

experiments on framing effects actually employ information non-equivalent 

descriptions.99 

 McKenzie suggests that two frames are considered “information 

equivalent” when there is no choice-relevant background condition about 

whose probability a listener can draw inferences from the speakerʼs choice 

between the two frames.  If there is a choice-relevant background condition 

then McKenzie explains that there is information leakage in the speakerʼs 

choice of frame and that therefore the two frames are information non-

equivalent.  Accordingly, McKenzie argues that in order for description 

invariance to carry weight as a normative principle it must be that the relevant 

                                                 
99 Sher, S., & McKenzie, C. R. M. (2006). Information leakage from logically equivalent frames. 
Cognition, Vol. 101, 467-494. 
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invariance is information invariance. 

Logically equivalent frames are demonstrably information non-

equivalent since a speakerʼs choice among valenced frames may 

communicate a kind of implicit recommendation to the listener.  Positive 

descriptions generally likely leak a kind of implicit recommendation in favor of 

the decision while negative descriptions likely leak a kind of implicit 

recommendation against the decision.  For example, if a doctor describes to a 

patient a treatment option as having a 10% chance of resulting in death then in 

framing the description in terms of the potential negative outcome the patient 

is likely to infer that the doctor does not recommend this treatment option.  In 

contrast, if a doctor describes a treatment option as having a 90% survival 

rate, then the patient is much more likely to infer that doctor endorses this 

treatment option since the doctor framed the description in terms of the 

potential positive outcome of the treatment.   

In general, people are apt to respond favorably to descriptions that are 

framed in terms of the desired outcome or features of a selection.  Marketing 

techniques often take advantage of this fact about human psychology.  For 

example, meat that is advertised as 95% fat-free or lean is far more appealing 

and likely to be purchased than meat that is advertised as 5% fat. 

Now in order to extend these effects to emotion experiences, remember 

that when a person reacts to an event, a person is reacting to their 
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representation of the event based upon their perception of the event.  If a 

person has an a preformed desire to feel a certain way in reaction to an event 

then when they represent the event to themselves they will be tempted to 

represent the event in a manner that frames the event in such a way that it will 

be most likely to invoke a response that coheres with their desire.  Similarly, if 

a person has formed a desire about how they want to feel prior to making a 

decision then this can influence them to frame the options to themselves in 

information non-equivalent ways such the frames are leaking their desires.  

Additionally, context has a significant effect on accessibility and hence 

perception as well.  For example, if the same figure in a drawing is viewed with 

the letter A to the left of it and C to the right of it then the figure looks like a B 

whereas if figure is viewed with an 12 to the left of it and a 14 to the right of it 

then the figure looks like a 13.   

Schacter and Singer essentially demonstrated the equivalent point with 

regard to emotion experience in which they injected subjects with adrenaline 

and then placed the subjects in different conditions and found that subjects 

interpreted the feeling from the adrenaline differently depending on their 

present context.100  While individuals might not always be able to control the 

situational context of their emotion experience they can exert control over the 

focus of their attention in a manner that makes the context strongly suggestive 

                                                 
100 Schacter, S. and Singer, J.E. (1962). Cognitive, social, and physiological determinants of 
emotional state. Psychological Review, Vol. 69, 379-399. 
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of a particular, desired emotion experience when otherwise the context would 

suggest other available (and perhaps even more plausible) interpretations.   

 Moreover, context can influence not just the mental components of 

emotion experience, but also the bodily components.  A common 

demonstration involving three buckets of water at different temperatures is 

often used to illustrate the fact that the reference value to which a current 

stimulation is compared reflects the history of adaptation to prior stimulation.  

The buckets are arranged with cold water on the left, tepid water in the middle, 

and hot water on the right.  First, a person immerses their left and right hand in 

the cold and hot water respectively.  After each hand adapts to the 

temperature of the surrounding water if the person then places both of their 

hands in the middle bucket they will experience heat in the left hand (that 

came from the cold water) and cold in the right hand (that came from the hot 

water). 

 Similarly, how individuals interpret the bodily components of their emotion 

experience will be influenced by their previous body state and judged relative 

to that state.  For example, a body state with the same blood pressure and 

heart beat might understandably be felt as calm if the person has just been 

running away from a dog and has finally stopped running having made it to a 

safe place, whereas if the person had been laying down and watching a movie 

and suddenly ran upstairs because they smelled smoke then the person might 
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feel panic.  Or in a more long term manner a person who has been depressed 

for a year might come to conceptualize themselves as happy in reaction to 

certain events based on their unusually low baseline emotional experience 

whereas a few years previously the same emotion experience would not have 

otherwise seemed positive enough for the person to conceptualize it is happy 

given their relatively high baseline emotional experience.  With regard to self-

deception individuals can exploit this fact by allowing their desires to influence 

their choice of reference point to which a current or future feeling is compared.  

The difference between emotion experience and reasoning problems or 

physical sensations (such as temperature) is that we have developed methods 

for assessing the situation from a perspective outside the context such that 

there is a generally agreed upon normative answer or description for many of 

the situations or problems involving reason and sensation.  In contrast, it is a 

much more difficult problem to articulate a normative standard for interpreting 

emotion experiences.  More than simply being difficult, I am skeptical that such 

a standard exists.  This variability in emotion experiences suggests that the 

information extracted from emotion experience should be treated with caution 

and with an awareness of the context dependent nature of emotion experience 

and the potential for self-deception.  Thus while emotion experiences can play 

an important epistemological role in a personʼs life because of the opportunity 

for self-deception (among other reasons) emotion experiences are a clearly 
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potentially fallible source of information regarding a personʼs evaluative 

response to an event and accordingly the epistemic utility of emotions should 

be treated with caution. 

2. Empathy 

Typically discussions about empathy focus on the motivating role that 

empathy plays in encouraging people to engage in altruistic actions.  In this 

section, I set aside the motivating role of empathy (although I will discuss it in 

chapter five) and I focus on the potential epistemological function of empathy.  

As Justin DʼArms has noted this is a much under-discussed role of empathy.  

DʼArms embarks on a self-described investigation of empathyʼs role as a 

means to acquiring knowledge or justified beliefs.101   

DʼArms begins by making a distinction between sympathy and 

empathy.  He describes sympathy as an emotion whereas empathy is a 

means of acquiring an emotion.  Empathy can, but does not necessarily, lead 

to sympathy.  DʼArms suggests that one way in which empathy can be a 

source of knowledge is that it can help us to find out how another person feels 

because when we empathize with someone else we might come to know 

something about how they feel that we did not previously know.  DʼArms is 

interested in describing the mechanisms of empathy in order to understand 

how empathy can be used as a means of discovery. 

                                                 
101 DʼArms, Justin. (2000). Empathy and Evaluative Inquiry. Chicago-Kent Law Review. Vol. 
74, 1466-1500. 
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I support DʼArmsʼ project and I agree with many of his conclusions.  

However, he leaves the details of how emotion is involved in the mechanism 

of empathy under described.  Accordingly, I explain DʼArmsʼ framework and 

then I show how incorporating the MCM into DʼArmsʼ explanation allows for a 

more substantive explanation of empathy and its epistemological role. 

Two Models of Empathy 

DʼArms makes a distinction between the two different models of 

empathy: the simulation and the contagion model.  The contagion models 

claims that contagion involves the non-cognitive unreflective transmission of 

emotion.  One way in which this often happens is through the mimicry of facial 

expressions and body language.  The simulation model (also called 

perspective taking or role taking) claims that empathy is a more cognitive 

process in which we imaginatively put ourselves in the same situation as 

another person and then we see what we imaginatively find ourselves feeling, 

believing, or desiring in reaction to the imagined situation.  In order to do this 

we run our belief-forming processes “off-line” by using imaginary inputs that 

appropriately resemble our model and then we attribute to the other person the 

real counterpart to whatever imaginary state emerges in us in the simulation.  

These two models are often pitched as competing models, but since as 

DʼArms points out the two models are not mutually exclusive the two models 
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are perhaps best viewed as describing two different mechanisms involved in 

human empathy.   

DʼArms is more interested in arguing for the epistemological role of 

empathy acquired via contagion than via simulation.  Understanding why 

requires the notion of sensibility.  DʼArms describes sensibility as a personʼs 

disposition to experience particular kinds of emotions in reaction to particular 

sorts of cues.  He further explains that a personʼs sensibility is their pattern of 

tendencies towards particular emotional reactions and so since a personʼs 

reactions can be more or less consistent a personʼs sensibility can be more or 

less determinate.   

This notion of sensibility can then be employed as a means of capturing 

one of the critical differences between the simulation and the contagion model 

of empathy.  DʼArms explains that: 

In a simulation, the simulator brings her own sensibilities to bear  
on another personʼs situation.  If this produces new feelings in 
her, it is her own sensibility that explains the presence of these 
feelings.  The modelʼs position only determines the nature of the 
inputs on which the simulator exercises her sensibilities.  
Contagion does something more radical.  It gives the observer 
vicarious access to the sensibilities of another.102   
 

Hence, in simulation the emotion that is experienced is dependent upon the 

observerʼs sensibility whereas in contagion the emotion crucially depends on 

the modelʼs sensibility.  DʼArms is interested in contagion as a model of 

                                                 
102 DʼArms, Justin. Ibid. p.1498. 
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empathy because he believes it enables an agent to acquire new knowledge 

in a way that simulation does not given this dependence on the modelʼs 

sensibility. 

As a means of justifying this claim DʼArms discusses and analyzes the 

following example in detail: 

Suppose Mara is angry at Tracy for canceling dinner plans with 
her and Sam at the last minute in order to stay late at work.  
Samʼs a more understanding sort.  Heʼs generally slow to 
conclude that heʼs been slighted.  Indeed, his friends sometimes 
tell him that he lets people treat him like a doormat.  Sam initially 
sees Tracyʼs late cancellation as a sign of her professional 
dedication, a trait he admires.  But as Mara sits glowering at the 
restaurant, Sam finds his relaxed mood giving way to irritation, 
too.  Mara points out that Tracy is always doing things like this.  
She just shouldnʼt make plans on weeknights if she wonʼt keep 
them—but she wants to have something to do in case she runs 
out of steam at work.  Of course, the irritation Sam is feeling 
might go either way.  He could become annoyed with Mara for 
being so crabby.  But her observations about Tracyʼs selfishness 
might instead combine with Samʼs feelings to bring him around 
to Maraʼs view of things: that Tracy has mistreated them.  To the 
extent that mistreatment is tied to feelings of anger, if Sam thinks 
these feelings of aggrievement appropriate here, he will think 
Tracy treated him badly.  Empathy will have played an important 
role in bringing him to this view of the situation.…If Maraʼs anger 
produces anger in Sam through contagion, he may be enabled to 
see features of the circumstances and reasons for action that he 
would have never experienced through mere simulation, since 
his sensibility is very different from hers.  Through the lens of an 
emotional experience he has borrowed from her, Sam is 
presented with an alternative way of viewing the facts.  He sees 
Tracy as mistreating him, as taking advantage of him—whereas, 
if let to his own devices, Sam might never have seen her 
behavior this way.  If this leads to a change in Samʼs judgment, 
that will be a change that arises not simply from exercising his 



 

 

195 

own sensibility on new inputs, but from being influenced by the 
deliverances of another sensibility.103 
 

An explanation is required as to how Sam catches Maraʼs anger and how this 

yields a new perspective about Tracy.  This is where DʼArmsʼ project falls 

short, but where the MCM can provide the necessary details. 

Incorporating the MCM 

DʼArms struggles to provide an adequate and thorough mechanistic 

explanation of empathy as engaged in via contagion.  In part this is because 

this is not the primary focus of his project and in part this is because DʼArms 

tends to understand emotions in the context of the basic emotions framework.  

He worries that contagion might be limited to only transmitting the basic 

emotions whereas simulation would be open to the range of human emotions.  

This worry stems from DʼArmsʼ characterization of the contagion process as 

involving the infectious transmission of body language and facial expressions 

which are then supposed to trigger the corresponding physiological feedback 

associated with that particular basic emotion.  The infected person then 

engages in a reflective, cognitive process in order to understand how this new 

feeling relates to their current environment in order to arrive at the new 

perspective that is the desired endpoint of the empathy process.  

 The idea that facial expressions are intimately correlated with 

physiological feedback is consistent with the basic emotions approach, 

                                                 
103 DʼArms, Justin. Ibid. p.1465-7. 
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however, DʼArms description of the cognitive process is not.  The basic 

emotions approach suggests that all the components of emotion—the 

behavioral, the physiological, and the cognitive—are causally bound together 

whereas in DʼArms description of the emotion process the cognitive 

component of emotion is described as dissociable from the behavioral and 

physiological components.  DʼArms recognizes this tension but he attributes it 

to a potential limitation of the process of contagion.  Instead, this tension 

should be recognized as a limitation of the basic emotions approach.   

 Since according to the MCM the components of emotion experience are 

potentially dissociable this opens up a range of explanations and ways via 

which contagion can successfully allow a person to catch the feeling of 

another and arrive at a new perspective on the situation.  One such way is as 

DʼArms suggests that a person might come to mimic the facial expression and 

body language of another person and thereby trigger the instantiation of an 

associated physiological component.  However, it could also be the case that 

the person contagiously catches the other personʼs physiological inner body 

state.  This feeling might or might not then result in the person outwardly 

manifesting any behaviors or expressions that are related to this feeling.  Or it 

could be that the person contagiously catches the motivational component of 

an emotion from another person which again then might or might not result in 

other related components of the emotion experience unraveling as well.   
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 Predictably, the more components of an emotion experience that a 

person eventually catches contagiously or has triggered from the contagious 

transmission of a single component the more this will allow a person to 

engage with the sensibility of another to an extent that is likely to yield a new 

perspective on the situation.  However, there is nothing that will guarantee that 

the contagious transmission of a feeling will cause the infected person to 

engage in any conscious cognitive processing in order to try and understand 

their feeling. 

 In addition, while simulation is often described as a process involving 

the offline engagement of beliefs and contagion is described as process 

involving the online generation of a feeling, there is nothing that conceptually 

restricts these two processes in this manner.  Simulation will often involve an 

imagined event, but the person might react to this imagined event by 

constructing a feeling via the engagement of processes that are entirely 

offline, entirely online, or a combination of these two.  Similarly, the feeling that 

is transmitted in contagion might occur entirely offline, entirely online, or as a 

combination of these two.  Some people have argued that running processes 

offline is important in empathy because it allows a person to maintain a 

distinction between the feelings and self and other.  While I suspect this 

capability is important, this distinction can be maintained even if the feelings 

transmitted are the result of a filtered estimate that engaged both offline and 
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online processes as the MCM predicts will be the case for most emotion 

experiences.  This is because the offline construction of feelings is not 

restricted to being an imaginative capacity, but rather is a routinely engaged 

aspect of the construction of feelings.  

 DʼArms was correct in pointing out the fact that contagion, more so than 

simulation, seems to require a substantial degree of cognitive engagement.  

He claims this will be true particularly of emotions that are not basic emotions.  

However, this is likely to be true of all emotions.  Basic emotions supposedly 

work differently than other emotions because there is some sort of causal 

connection between the components of emotion that allows the contagious 

transmission of basic emotions to be more complete than non-basic emotions 

which might only be able to transmit particular components.  Yet, as I have 

previously argued, this is a mistaken understanding of emotion.  Moreover, 

this view is unnecessary for providing an account of contagion.  Discarding 

this distinction allows a single explanation such as I have provided above to 

cover the contagious transmission of all emotions without having to make an 

unrequired and unjustified conceptual distinctions between types of emotions. 

 Note that even though arriving at a new perspective after having 

contagiously caught a feeling will likely require substantial cognitive 

processing, the emotion is still playing an important epistemological role in the 

empathetic process.  Emotions significantly influence our perception of events 
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and how we frame the events in our representations such that when a person 

contagiously catches the feeling of another this causes the person to view the 

event from an alternative perspective which allows for the possibility that the 

infected person will come to develop a new cognitive insight into a situation 

that she likely would not have otherwise come to understand without the help 

of having “borrowed” anotherʼs feeling.  This is not to claim that it would be 

impossible for the person to arrive at the same insight via other means, but it 

is to claim that instances of engaging in the process of empathy, particularly 

via contagion, is one important means by which emotions are involved in 

playing an epistemological role for which there are no easily available 

substitutes. 

3. Moral Reasoning 

In the previous decade scientific research on the role of emotion in 

moral reasoning has flourished.  Correspondingly, philosophers have been 

increasingly receptive to incorporating these empirical findings into their work 

on moral theory.  In addition, philosophers are now more frequently appealing 

to emotion as providing a source of normativity for moral judgments and 

concepts. 

While I am skeptical of the individual results of particular moral 

reasoning experiments I agree with what seems to be a near consensus in the 

scientific community that emotions as a matter of descriptive fact typically co-
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occur with instances of people making moral judgments.104  A wide-ranging set 

of conclusions and implications are drawn from this fact including attempts to 

refute deontological views as well as the championing of neo-Aristotelian 

positions or the bolstering of internalism.  In this discussion I focus on the 

ways in which recent empirical evidence is interpreted in support of emotions 

playing an epistemological role in sentimentalist theories. 

Sentimentalist theories share the common belief that moral judgments 

are dependent upon human emotions.  Simple sentimentalist theories claim 

that to judge something as wrong or right is to have a sentiment of 

disapprobation or approbation towards it.  More recent sentimentalist theories, 

often called ʻneo-sentimentalistʼ theories have attempted to overcome some of 

the initial criticisms of sentimentalist theories by claiming that to judge 

something as wrong or right is to endorse a sentiment of disapprobation or 

approbation towards it or to believe that it warrants such a sentiment.105  To 

have a sentiment towards something is to be disposed to experience a 

particular coherent pattern of emotion towards it. 

Prinz finds the move from sentimentalism to neo-sentimentalism 

unnecessary and problematic and provides a defense and explanation for a 

                                                 
104 Greene, Joshua and Haidt, Johnathan. (2002). How (and where) does moral judgment 
work? Trends in Cognitive Science. Vol. 6, No. 12, 517-523. 
105 For an example of the defense of a neo-sentimentalist theory see D'arms, Justin. (2005). 
Two Arguments for Sentimentalism. Nous-Supplement: Philosophical Issues. Vol. 15, 1-21. 
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simple version of sentimentalism.106  He argues for sentimentalism via a 

progression of three claims: one, emotions typically co-occur with moral 

judgments; two, emotions influence moral judgments and are sufficient for 

moral judgments; and three, emotions are necessary for moral judgments.   

While I am on board with the first claim I disagree with Prinzʼs second 

claim—the claim that emotions are sufficient for moral judgment.107  I begin by 

explaining Prinzʼs argument for his sufficiency claim.  His argument primarily 

relies upon appeals to evidence from experiments on disgust conducted by 

Jonathan Haidt and his fellow collaborators.  I closely examine the details of 

these disgust experiments and I argue that the results fail to provide 

substantial evidence for Prinzʼs sufficiency claim.  This implies that if a 

sentimentalist account is able to provide an adequate account of moral 

judgment that it will have to be some form of neo-sentimentalism.  In addition, I 

argue for general skepticism toward the idea that emotions can play a 

constitutive, normative role in moral judgment and I suggest an alternative 

epistemological role for emotions in the moral reasoning process. 

Prinzʼs Argument 

 Prinz appeals to three different sets of studies conducted by Haidt and 

his collaborators on the role of disgust in moral reasoning in order to support 

his claim that emotions are sufficient for making a moral judgment. 
                                                 
106 Prinz, Jesse. (2006). The Emotional Basis of Moral Judgments. Philosophical Explorations, 
Vol. 9, No. 1, 29-43. 
107 I also disagree with the claim that emotions are necessary for moral judgment. 
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 In order to test the claim that a negative emotion can lead individuals to 

make a more negative moral judgment than they would otherwise Haidt et al., 

had subjects respond to a series of vignettes by rating the wrongness of the 

actions described while sitting in nice, clean desk or while sitting at a filthy 

desk with a crusty drink cup, a chewed pencil, used tissue, and a greasy pizza 

box.108  An example of a vignette the subjects responded to was: “Frankʼs dog 

was killed by a car in front of his house. So he cut up the body and cooked it 

and ate it for dinner. How wrong was that?”  Prinz reports that subjects in the 

disgusting desk condition rated vignettes such as this as more wrong than 

subjections in the clean desk condition.   

 However, Prinz acknowledges that it is consistent with the results of this 

experiment that it might be the case that negative emotions merely draw 

attention to morally relevant features of a situation which falls short of 

demonstrating that negative emotions can be sufficient for making moral 

judgments.  Prinz interprets the results of another experiment conducted by 

Wheatley and Haidt involving hypnosis as providing the required stronger 

evidence.109  Wheatley and Haidt hypnotized subjects to feel a pang of disgust 

whenever they heard the emotionally neutral word ʻoften.ʼ  The hypnotized 

subjects were then asked to respond to a series of vignettes which varied in 

                                                 
108 Schnall, S., Haidt, J., Clore, G. and Jordan, A. (2008). Disgust as Embodied Moral 
Judgment. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin. Vol. 34, No. 8, 1096-1109. 
109 Wheatley, Thalia and Haidt, Johnathan. (2005). Hypnotically induced disgust makes moral 
judgments more severe. Psychological Science, Vol. 16, 780-784. 
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describing either morally reprehensible or morally admirable subjects and a 

subset of these vignettes contained the word ʻoften.ʼ  Hypnotized subjects 

judged that the morally admirable characters were morally wrong when ʻoftenʼ 

appeared in the vignette.  Prinz says that this suggests that a negative feeling 

can give rise to a negative moral appraisal without any specific belief about 

some property in virtue of which something is wrong.   

 The third study Prinz appeals to involves subjects who were asked to 

justify their belief that a case of consensual incest between siblings is wrong.  

Regardless of the justification provided, the experimenter would give a reply 

that rendered the offered justification as irrelevant to the case in question.  For 

example, if the offered justification was that the sex might result in the creation 

of a child with birth defects then the experimenter would explain that the 

siblings used birth control.  After several rounds of this some of the subjects 

eventually agreed that incest might be permissible under special 

circumstances while the majority of subjects retained their belief that incest 

was still wrong because it is disgusting.  Prinz says that the these findings 

suggest that we can form the belief that something is morally wrong by simply 

having a negative emotion directed towards it and that in this sense emotions 

are thus sufficient for moral appraisal. 
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Haidtʼs Disgust Experiments 

 There are two additional, notable aspects of the experiment that involved 

subjects making moral judgments in response to vignettes while sitting at the 

clean or messy desk.  First, the experiment was one in a study that included 

four related experiments.  One of the general conclusions of the study was this 

disgust effect whereby subjects judge an action to be more morally wrong in a 

condition that induces a feeling of disgust regardless of whether or not the 

action being judged is itself disgusting.   

 In those scenarios in which the action in question is disgusting such as in 

the prompt in which Prinz provides as an example involving the mutilation and 

consumption of a pet a reasonable description of what is happening is that the 

subject in already feeling disgust prior to reading the prompt then has an 

intensified reaction to something that would otherwise provoke disgust 

anyway.  In this case, as Prinz suggests it seems reasonable to believe that 

the feeling of disgust is helping direct the subjectʼs attention to morally relevant 

features of the scenario.  However, when responding to scenarios that do not 

involve a disgust invoking action it seems troubling that respondents would 

intensify their response based on feeling disgust.   Here subjects seem to be 

using the feeling of disgust as a heuristic that is indicating moral wrongness 

without reflecting about where this feeling is coming from or what features of 

the scenario might be causing this feeling of disgust.   
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Second, the disgust effect was not universal.  Rather, Haidt and his 

collaborators found that research suggests that people differ in their sensitivity 

to changes in their own body sensations and feelings.  Moreover, these 

differences across individuals in response to bodily cues appears to be 

consistent intrapersonally over time and across a wide variety of behaviors 

and feelings.  Miller, Murphy, and Buss devised a scale to measure 

individualʼs general attention to internal physical states called Private Body 

Consciousness (PBC).110  Haidt and his collaborators had their subjects 

respond to items from this scale after responding to the vignettes.  They found 

that only those subjects who were more sensitive to their own physical 

sensations as indicated by a high score on the PBC scale exhibited the 

disgust effect referred to by Prinz.   

These results suggest that emotion is not a necessary condition for 

making a moral judgment (which of course still leaves open the possibility that 

it is sufficient).  Those subjects who scored low on the PBC must be appealing 

to or accessing something other than emotion in order to make their moral 

judgments.  In the absence of those subjects making poor moral judgments in 

comparison to subjects who scored high on the PBC this suggests that 

perhaps the low scoring PBC subjects are appealing to more important or 

                                                 
110 Miller, Lynn C., Murphy, Richard, Buss, Arnold H. (1981). Consciousness of body: Private 
and public. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. Vol. 41, No.2, 397-406. 
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more reliable considerations (since in fact those subjects made arguably better 

moral judgments).  

 Haidt and his fellow collaborators arrive at a similar conclusion.  They 

explain how their data show that some people are more easily influenced by 

extraneous disgust than others.  They question whether or not people should 

in fact use their intuitions and pay more attention to their bodily responses.  

Their answer is that: 

In the present case the answer appears to be no because people 
who followed their feelings were “tricked” by extraneous 
disgust…Our findings lead us to conclude that affectively laden 
moral intuitions are often useful, but we need to be aware of our 
heavy reliance on such intuitions and of the factors that 
sometimes distort them. 
 

Yet, they caution that it does not seem wise to ignore all feelings in light of 

Damasioʼs studies of patients who show significant impairment in their abilities 

to make decisions and moral judgments after having suffered damaged to 

emotion processing areas of the brain.111 

  In the hypnotism study Wheatley and Haidt conducted two experiments.  

After the first experiment (which is what Prinz describes) they were worried 

that a negative affective state would cause subjects to rate any judgment as 

more negative and not just moral judgments.  In order to test for this, they 

                                                 
111 Damasio, A.R., Tranel, D. ,Damasio, H. (1990). Individuals with sociopathic behavior 
caused by frontal damage fail to respond autonomically to social stimuli. Behavioral Brain 
Research. Vol. 41, 81–94.  
Damasio, H., Grabwoski, T., Frank, R., Galabuda A.M., and Damasio, A.R. (1994). The return 
of  Phineas Gage: clues about the brain from the skull of a famous patient. Science. Vol. 264, 
1102–1105. 
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repeated the experiment but this time added to each vignette a rating that was 

relevant to the story but not to the potential moral transgression in question.  

For example, after having subjects make moral judgments after reading a 

vignette about shoplifting they included the question: “How much do you 

approve/disapprove of indoor shopping malls?”  Additionally, they included the 

“Student Council” story in order to include a story that contained no moral 

violation of any kind.  The story was as follows: ʻʻDan is a student council 

representative at his school. This semester he is in charge of scheduling 

discussions about academic issues. He [tries to take/often picks] topics that 

appeal to both professors and students in order to stimulate discussion.ʼʼ112 

The hypnotized subjectsʼ ratings of the question added to each vignette 

were not affected by the presence or absence of the hypnotic word.  Yet, quite 

interestingly, in the absence of the hypnotic word the student council story was 

rated as not at all disgusting and not at all morally wrong while in the presence 

of the hypnotic word there were elevated ratings of disgust and wrongness.  It 

is unexpected that this disgust effect would persist despite the fact that as 

Wheatley and Haidt point out Danʼs only crime was to foster good discussions.  

Wheatley and Haidt conclude that this illustrates the post hoc nature of moral 

reasoning.  The subjects were prompted to respond in writing to the vignettes 

and to provide a justification for their responses.  Rather than overruling their 

                                                 
112 Wheatley, Thalia and Haidt, Johnathan. ibid. p.781. 
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feeling of disgust about Dan when the hypnotized word was included in the 

vignette, participants appeared to desperately search for external justification 

writing comments such “It just seems like heʼs up to something.”  In the 

absence of constructing an external justification other participants clung to 

their feeling of disgust and abandoned explanation writing comments such as: 

“It just seems so weird and disgusting” and “I donʼt know [why itʼs wrong], it 

just is.”113 

 Additional comments in a similar vein came from some of the subjects 

who became hypnotized to the cue but were aware of the fact that they had 

been hypnotized in this way.  For example, one such subject commented that: 

“I knew about ʻthe wordʼ but it still disgusted me anyway and affected my 

ratings. I would wonder why and then make up a reason to be disgusted.ʼʼ  

Wheatley and Haidt conclude that: “In these experiments, we augmented the 

passions, or created them from scratch, and in some cases reason struggled 

valiantly to serve.”114 

The lesson Prinz seems to draw from these experiments is that given 

the post hoc nature of moral reasoning and that Wheatley and Haidt effectively 

demonstrate that a negative feeling can give rise to a negative moral appraisal 

without any specific belief about some property in virtue of which something is 

wrong is that therefore an emotion is sufficient for a moral judgment.  Yet, this 

                                                 
113 Wheatley, Thalia and Haidt, Johnathan. ibid. p.783. 
114 Wheatley, Thalia and Haidt, Johnathan. ibid. p.783. 
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is precisely the wrong lesson to extract from these experiments.  The answer 

is not to exclude moral reasoning as a contributing factor to moral judgments 

because it is sometimes employed in a post hoc nature and because 

participants do in fact give stronger weight to their feelings and intuitions.  

Rather, these experiments should be explained as showing that given the 

irrational way in which the participants clung to their emotions that we should 

be inclined to not categorize their responses as moral judgments. 

Moral Perception and Moral Judgments 

A substantive portion of this argument about whether or not emotions 

are sufficient for moral judgment depends on oneʼs understanding of the 

concept of a moral judgment.  If a moral judgment is just an evaluation that is 

made in relation to the moral domain, then perhaps Prinz is right that having 

an emotional response is sufficient for making a moral judgment.  However, 

this is a rather vacuous understanding of moral judgment.  I take it that when 

philosophers (which is who I understand Prinz as being in dialogue with) are 

arguing about moral judgments they understand moral judgments as denoting 

a particular normative category of judgments such that moral judgments are 

reflective of the moral beliefs of a moral agent.  This conception of moral 

judgment is not happenstance.  There is good reason to adhere to this more 

stringent conception of moral judgment as oneʼs commitments to what 

constitutes a moral judgment have important implications for other meta-
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ethical issues.  Moreover, in order to capture what is distinctive about moral 

judgments (in contrast to practical judgments or other types of judgments) the 

category of moral judgments must be circumscribed narrowly enough. 

A fruitful way to approach this issue is by adopting some of Lawrence 

Blumʼs ideas contained in his discussion of moral perception.115  He 

understands moral judgments as “the faculty which bridges the gap between 

moral rules (and principles) and particular situations” but then presents an 

encompassing perspective of what this involves on behalf of an moral 

agent.116  He explains how an agentʼs moral judgments will be dependent on 

their moral perception and moral sensitivity.  Moral perception involves the 

capacities of an agent to perceive what are in fact the morally relevant 

features of a situation and to recognize those features as morally significant 

features to be taken into account while deliberating about what to do.  Moral 

sensitivity involves the capacities of an agent to know situations count as 

exemplifying particular moral principles, to know when it is and is not 

appropriate to instantiate given principles, and to be able to carry out the 

action in question. 

Blum understands moral perception, moral sensitivity, and moral 

judgment as distinct, complex, multi-faceted processes which are reinforcing 

of each other.  Blum further explains that typically moral perception enters the 
                                                 
115 Blum, Lawrence. (1991). Moral Perception and Particularity. Ethics. Vol. 101, No.4, 701-
725. 
116 Blum, Lawrence. ibid. p. 701-2. 
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scene prior to moral judgment and that it is possible for moral perception to 

lead to moral action without the engagement of moral judgment.  Blumʼs 

example of this involves taking moral action in direct reaction to a feeling 

based sentiment that was induced by the agentʼs moral perception.  This is 

contrasted with the case in which moral perception functions to draw an 

agentʼs attention to the morally relevant features of a situation and in order to 

help the agent select and apply the appropriate moral principles (and then 

follow the prescribed action).   

While Blum made this distinction at a time prior to the plethora of 

experimental work that has been conducted in moral psychology his thoughts 

can be gainfully employed to help makes sense of Haidtʼs disgust 

experiments.117  The suggestion then is that in the disgust experiments the 

subjects, in responding to the vignettes, are reporting on the content of their 

moral perceptions, but the subjects (in many cases) are not engaged in the act 

of making a moral judgment.  The subjects who respond to the prompts on the 

basis of their immediate, emotional responses should not (for the most part) 

be considered as making moral judgments because the subjects, even in the 

face of being prompted and questioned about their responses, neglect to 

consider how the application of a moral principle can be applied to the 

situation in question.  Of course in some cases a personʼs immediate, emotion 

                                                 
117 Although I am not positive that Blum would endorse the way in which I am using his ideas. 
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driven response based on their moral perception of the situation will coincide 

with their moral judgment.  I do not mean to rule out this possibility, but only to 

suggest that this is not what is going on with most of the subjects in the 

disgust experiments. 

The disgust experiments succeed at providing a demonstration of the 

ways in which emotions can strongly influence a personʼs moral perception.  

They also show that the degree to which a person is influenced by and aware 

of these emotions varies (a capacity captured by the notion of an agentʼs 

moral sensitivity) across persons in a way that is generally related to the 

personʼs sensitivity to and awareness of their own body states.  What the 

disgust experiments do not show is that the subjects are engaged in making 

moral judgments.  Emotions play an important epistemological role in moral 

perception and can reveal reasons that ground a moral judgment or can 

provide reasons for action.  However, this important role of emotions in moral 

perception should not be confused with the idea that moral judgments are 

actually constitutive of emotions (which is what sentimentalists believe). 

In addition to moral perception skills, the capacity to make a moral 

judgment requires having a grasp of the relevant moral concepts involved in 

the moral principles that will be applied to the particular situation.  Karen 

Jones, in a response to Prinz, argues against his sufficiency claim by focusing 

on this idea. 
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Moral Concepts 

 Karen Jones thinks that in light of the participantʼs refusal to withdraw 

their moral judgment even knowing that their judgment is based on their 

emotional response to the hypnotized word that either we can side with Prinz 

and think that all there is to making a moral judgment is having an emotional 

response or the option she endorses is to show how that despite initial 

appearances the participants are not making moral judgments.118 Jonesʼs 

justification for this is to argue that the participants do not possess our moral 

concepts.   

 In order to possess a moral concept such as wrongness or rightness an 

agent must display at least a minimal level of competence in employing these 

terms.  Jones observes that “We would baulk at ascribing competence to an 

agent who refuses to withdraw their moral judgement in the face of discovering 

its etiology lay in hypnotically induced disgust that is random with respect to 

wrongness-making features.”119  

 Jones argues that moral judgments are distinguished from judgments of 

mere liking and disliking on the basis of being answerable to reasons; that is 

reason-responsiveness is a core feature of moral judgments as well as moral 

practice and inquiry.  Moreover, Jones observes that we do not allow just any 

consideration to count as a reason for a moral judgment.  And while different 
                                                 
118 Jones, Karen. (2006). Metaethics and Emotion Research: A response to Prinz. 
Philosophical Explorations. Vol. 9, No. 1, 45-53. 
119 Jones, Karen. ibid. p. 49. 
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ethical theories will identify different considerations there are certainly agreed 

upon limitations.  Jones gives the example that if a person was being 

challenged on their judgment that an act was morally right and they cited the 

fact that the act was done on a Tuesday as a reason justifying their judgment 

and if upon question the person was unable to further explain their judgment, 

then we would conclude that this person lacks competence with moral 

concepts.  This person would be not be allowed to be a participant in moral 

discussions or debates because they would fail the conversability test in light 

of their inability to recognize the constraints on the considerations that can be 

cited in support of moral judgments. 

 Similarly, Jones argues that the hypnotized subjects who do not revoke 

their moral judgments after having the effect of the word ʻoftenʼ explained to 

them fail the conversability test for conceptual competence.  She suggests that 

the subjectʼs failure occurs either because they fail to recognize the need to 

cite reasons for a moral judgment or because they cite a reason, the 

occurrence of the word ʻoften,ʼ that like the Tuesday statement is a 

consideration that falls outside the bounds of morally relevant considerations.  

Subjects who think that the mere presence of a strong emotion such as the 

disgust that is felt at the occurrence of the ʻwordʼ often can be cited as the only 

reason in support of a moral judgment lack competence with moral terms.  

Hence, Jones concludes that the experimental work that Prinz refers to fails to 
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establish his sufficiency claim because making a moral judgment requires 

more than having a sentiment of disapprobation towards something because 

this understanding of a moral judgment does not adequately account for the 

way in which moral judgments should be reason-responsive. 

 With regard to the third study involving the case of incest, Prinz cites the 

relevant article as forthcoming, but it appears that to date it remains an 

unpublished manuscript.  Assuming the results from this experiment, or 

something similar, were obtained these results still fail to provide sufficient 

support for Prinzʼs sufficiency claim.  Jones raises a point in the context of her 

previous argument that affords a plausible explanation for how such results 

can be obtained yet are consistent with claiming that some (but not all) 

subjects who appeal entirely to emotions in order to justify their moral 

judgments exhibit incompetence with moral concepts. 

 The fact that some subjects clung to their moral judgment that incest is 

wrong in this experiment is different than those subjects who clung to their 

moral judgments in the hypnotism case.  As Jones argues, subjects typically 

assume that their disgust is a reaction to some morally relevant feature of the 

situation even if they are unable to articulate this feature.  However, the 

subjects potentially have the belief that were they able to figure out a way to 

articulate this feature that it would justify their judgment.  This seems right that 

emotions have the potential to direct agents towards reason-giving 
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considerations without necessarily at the same time providing the agent with 

conscious access to what these reasons or considerations are.  Maintaining 

the belief that an emotion is functioning in this way is not sufficient for 

demonstrating incompetence with moral terms.  Hence, subjects in the incest 

experiment can be understood as still recognizing that moral judgments are 

reasons responsive because they are not provided with a sufficient reason for 

abandoning their belief that their emotion might be tracking a morally relevant 

feature of the situation while many of the hypnotized subjects were provided 

with a sufficient reason.  Jones admits that perhaps the subjects in not 

changing their moral judgment in spite of their inability to articulate a 

justification for it are “being stubborn, unreasonable, or overly confident in the 

ability of their emotional capacities to track reasons in the relevant domain—

or, depending on their previous track record in this domain, perhaps not.”120  

Still, all these descriptions are consistent with claiming that the subjects are 

not conceptually confused in the way that the hypnotized subjects were.   

 In conclusion, I examined all three experiments that Prinz appeals to in 

order to support his sufficiency claim and I argued that the evidence in each of 

these studies fails to provide sufficient support for his claim.  Much of this 

argumentation rested on a criticism of Prinzʼs understanding of moral 

judgment as vacuous and an argument for a more stringent notion of moral 

                                                 
120 Jones, Karen. ibid. p. 50. 
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judgment.  Note that Prinz recognizes that he holds an inclusive understanding 

of moral judgment.  He thinks that moral judgments are truth-apt if they refer to 

response-dependent properties.  But then given Prinzʼs other claims about 

emotions, he is forced into endorsing speaker-relativism.  This means that 

when an agent makes the moral judgment that something is wrong that means 

that wrongness refers to the property of causing emotions of blame in the 

agent.  Prinz is willing to accept this implication of his view, however, many 

philosophers (myself included) find speaker-relativism to be an unsatisfying 

consequence well worth avoiding. 

 Since Prinzʼs defense of simple sentimentalism requires accepting the 

claim that emotions are sufficient for moral judgment, one implication of this 

extended argument against that claim is that simple sentimentalism is an 

untenable position and that if a sentimentalist theory is to succeed in providing 

an account of moral judgment then it will need to be neo-sentimentalist theory 

since neo-sentimentalist theories can avoid making the sufficiency claim (and 

can avoid speaker-relativism).121  Beyond directly arguing against the 

sufficiency claim I was hoping to make a general case for the point that there 

is reason to be skeptical that emotions play as strong of an epistemological 

role in moral reasoning as is implied by any brand of sentimentalism.  In the 

                                                 
121 Possibly there is some version of simple sentimentalism that could avoid this problem.  
However, I donʼt think there are any simple sentimentalist theories that can avoid making 
either the claim that emotions are sufficient for moral judgment or emotions are necessary for 
moral judgment.   
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next section, I further press on reasons for this type of skepticism, but then I 

conclude by discussing the positive, but limited epistemological role that 

emotions should play in moral reasoning. 

The Wisdom of Repugnance 

Leon Kass is well known for his concept “the wisdom of repugnance” 

which he employs in arguing against cloning.122  I am not interested in his 

position on cloning so much as the way in which his argument provides an 

exemplar for further motivating skepticism about the epistemological role of 

emotion in moral reasoning.  In explaining the wisdom of repugnance, Kass 

writes: 

Revulsion is not an argument; and some of yesterdayʼs 
repugnances are today calmly accepted—though, one must add, 
not always for the better.  In crucial cases, however, repugnance 
is the emotional expression of deep wisdom, beyond reason's 
power fully to articulate it. Can anyone really give an argument 
fully adequate to the horror which is father-daughter incest (even 
with consent), or having sex with animals, or mutilating a corpse, 
or eating human flesh, or even just (just!) raping or murdering 
another human being? Would anybody's failure to give full rational 
justification for his or her revulsion at these practices make that 
revulsion ethically suspect? Not at all. On the contrary, we are 
suspicious of those who think that they can rationalize away our 
horror, say, by trying to explain the enormity of incest with 
arguments only about the genetic risks of in-breeding.123 
 

Curiously, Kass begins by admitting that revulsion is not an argument, but then 

continues on to claim that on the contrary revulsion (or repugnance) is in fact a 

substantiating reason for making a moral judgment.  Kass is wrong to claim 
                                                 
122 Kass, Leon. (1997). The Wisdom of Repugnance. New Republic Vol. 216, Issue 22. 
123 Kass, Leon. ibid. 
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that repugnance is deep wisdom.  Repugnance is only deep wisdom when it is 

tracking morally relevant considerations that are grounded in reason, but that 

is just to claim that repugnance is really not deep wisdom after all since it is 

not repugnance that is providing the normative grounding for the moral 

judgment.   

 Kass questions whether or not the failure to provide a rational justification 

for revulsion at practices such as incest or murder would make these practices 

ethically suspect and he suggests that such a failure would not justify such 

suspicion.  I agree with Kass that the failure for any single individual to provide 

such a rational justification would not be sufficient grounds for such suspicion 

since in general people are not in the business of constructing such rational 

justifications.  However, if those in the business of constructing rational 

justifications, e.g. philosophers, were to all fail in the enterprise of providing 

such a justification then this would provide a strong motivating reason for 

being suspicious of whether or not the repugnance felt towards a given act 

was in fact accurately tracking moral considerations.   

 Contrary to Kassʼ suggestion I do not believe that such rational 

justifications are aimed at “rationalizing away our horror” but rather are aimed 

at trying to ground affective responses as being reasons responsive to morally 

troubling features of an action.  Claiming that moral judgments based on 

strong emotions require rational justifications is consistent with believing that 
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emotions, such as repugnance, can still direct a personʼs attention towards 

morally relevant features of a situation, but this is critically different from 

emotions providing a source of deep wisdom on which to ground the judgment. 

The wisdom of repugnance has been referred to as “the yuck factor.”  

What if we replaced this with the “the yay factor” and thought about the 

potential “wisdom of exuberance?”  Do we think that feeling exuberant about 

an action implies a deep wisdom about the moral worth of that action?  My 

observation is that neither folk morality nor philosophers endorse “the yay 

factor” or ascribe such wisdom to exuberance.  Almost to the contrary, there is 

more likely to be an attitude of hesitancy and caution towards the moral value 

of actions that induce exuberance or pure pleasure.  This introduces a curious 

asymmetry into the moral relevance of negatively and positively valenced 

emotions.  Asymmetry alone is not a sufficient reason for rejecting the 

potential wisdom of repugnance.  However, it does gives pause for doubt to 

wonder why it would be the case that only negatively valenced emotions are 

afforded such priority in grounding moral judgments. 

Equally troubling is the point Kass raises that some of yesterdayʼs 

repugnancies are calmly accepted today.  Kass finds the contemporary 

acceptance troublesome whereas I find it troublesome that we ever did not 

accept certain practices on the basis of repugnance.  For example, one of the 

arguments against interracial marriage was based on an appeal to the wisdom 
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of repugnance (although perhaps not pitched in these precise words).  Clearly, 

in retrospect despite the fact that many people felt repugnance at the idea of 

an interracial marriage, we want to say the practice of interracial marriage is 

now and should have always been morally acceptable.  Similarly, to address a 

more contemporary issue some people feel repugnance at the idea of 

homosexual marriage, yet we should want to say that the practice of 

homosexual marriage is now and should be morally acceptable.  

Allowing emotions such as repugnance in the absence of holding these 

emotions responsive to reasons hinders moral progress.  Particularly, this is 

worrisome with regard to issues related to the rights of minority groups or 

causes.  Allowing repugnance, or a similar emotion, to serve the role as a 

sufficient moral judgment allows the majorityʼs disposition to overwhelm the 

minorityʼs interest on the basis of an emotion, which while repugnance might 

be conceptualized as slightly different than disgust the discussion in the 

previous section demonstrates the troubling degree of variability and 

sensitivity to non-morally relevant issues with which emotions such as disgust 

can be evoked.   

Moreover, while some actions such as incest or murder provoke nearly 

universal repugnance, there is a troubling trend in that many of the issues that 

only provoke repugnance in some of the population appear to be traceable to 

a fear of the unknown.  In addition to the marriage examples already raised I 
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have in mind new scientific methods such as stem cell research or cloning 

which is the context in which Kass raises his argument.  The repugnance felt 

as cloning is likely more often a product of a fear of the unknown of what might 

happen if we cloned humans or having a misinformed understanding of what 

the repercussions of cloning humans would be than it is a general response to 

morally relevant considerations of cloning.  Certainly, if many people feel 

repugnance at the idea of cloning (or any other issue) this provides a reason 

to further investigate what possible morally relevant considerations or reasons 

this feeling of repugnance might be tracking.  However, the feeling of 

repugnance alone in the absence of justification is a weak argument for 

arguing against the permissibility of an action since repugnance can be 

claimed by anyone at anytime in reaction to any issue in the absence of 

verification of their reasons for this judgment (or even the absence of self 

awareness of what precisely triggered this repugnance even if it is genuinely 

felt). 

The emotion that repugnance is perhaps closest related to is disgust.  

There are disgust responses, such as in reacting to the smell of spoiled food, 

which are practically reflex like and nearly universal.  Little, if any, evaluation 

of a situation involving spoiled food is required to have a disgust response.  

Yet, the situations in which we feel repugnance in Kassʼ sense of the concept 

appear to require something beyond a reflexive response.  I suggest that 
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repugnance is something like feeling disgust plus evaluating the situation as 

suitable for moral evaluation and attributing the feeling of disgust to a 

judgment of moral wrongness.  Hence, employing the wisdom of repugnance 

appears to require having a grasp of the moral/conventional distinction; that is 

a person must understand how to differentiate actions such as driving on the 

right hand side of the road which is a conventional rule versus moral rules 

such as not having sex with oneʼs siblings.  Accordingly we feel disgust at the 

idea of spoiled food, but we feel repugnance at the idea of incest.  While some 

disgust responses are hard wired, the conventional norms regarding disgust 

are highly culturally variable and a person might be unable to rid themselves of 

particular non-innate disgust responses despite their best efforts.  In such 

cases their disgust response reflects a variable, socially constructed, cultural 

norm and not some deeper wisdom.124  Accordingly, adding to this variable 

disgust response a judgment that the object of disgust is morally wrong, does 

not provide any reason to believe that repugnance reflects any deeper human 

wisdom than does disgust or that some feelings of repugnance are any less 

socially constructed products of culture than some feelings of disgust. 

 

 

                                                 
124 Haidt, J., Rozin, P., McCauley, C., Imada, S. (1997). Body, Psyche, and Culture: The 
Relationship Between Disgust and Morality. Psychology and Developing Societies. Vol. 9,107-
131. 
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The Epistemological Role of Emotion in Moral Reasoning 

Having condemned affording a strong epistemological role to 

repugnance (and emotions in general) in moral reasoning, I now want to 

elaborate upon what positive epistemological role emotions can play in moral 

reasoning.  As previously suggested, emotions have a role to play in drawing 

the attention of agents to morally relevant features or considerations of a 

situation.  In this regard emotions can function to direction attention to 

particular aspects of a situation that one might not have otherwise noticed and 

can provoke a cause for searching for relevant reasons for the induced 

emotion or can lead to understanding the relevant moral principles that will 

apply to the situation.  In this way emotions can play a valuable 

epistemological role in moral reasoning broadly understood (and particularly in 

moral perception). 

For example, in a series of experiments conducted by Batson et al., it 

was found that inducing feelings of empathy (understood not as process, but 

as a feeling of sympathy in the sense distinguished in the second section) in 

participants can lead toward the participants developing a more positive 

attitude towards socially stigmatized groups including people with AIDS, the 

homeless, and convicted murderers.125  They found that in developing feelings 

                                                 
125 Batson, C. D., Polycarpou, M. R., Harmon-Jones, E. Imhoff, H. J., Mitchener, E.C., Bednar, 
L. L., Klein, T. R., and Highberger, L. (1997). Empathy and Attitudes: Can Feeling for a 
Member of a Stigmatized Group Improve Feelings Toward the Group? Journal of Personality 
and Social Psychology. Vol. 72, No.1, 105-118. 
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of empathy for a single member of stigmatized group that this changed, more 

positive perspective was then often applied to the group as a whole.  Batson et 

al. suggest that empathy provides a more successful means of altering an 

individualʼs perspective than strictly cognitive approaches.  This suggests that 

the feelings of empathy are functioning to direct the participantʼs attention to 

potentially morally relevant features of the situation and causing these features 

to be taken into consideration in their deliberation. 

In addition, emotions can serve as a useful heuristic for provoking moral 

intuitions that might be tracking reasons that are not immediately articulable 

but are otherwise endorsed by the agent.  However, in this respect emotions 

serve a descriptive rather than a normative function; that is, emotion 

responses are indicative of what moral beliefs an agent already possesses as 

opposed to directing a moral agent towards what their moral beliefs should be.  

In some sense this suggests another potential epistemological role for 

emotions in that emotions might help an agent become explicitly aware of a 

moral belief that the agent already implicitly endorses.   

4. Concluding Thoughts 

 This chapter was titled the epistemological role of emotion, but perhaps 

this was a slightly misleading title.  I did not specify what I believe to be the 
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epistemological role of emotion.  Rather, I discussed issues relevant to what I 

believe are some of the potential epistemological roles that emotions can play. 

 I began by accepting the common belief that emotion experiences can 

provide an individual with information regarding their evaluative response to a 

person, event, or object.  However, I argued that emotion experiences are 

fallible sources of information in this regard because of the potential for self-

deception.  I distinguished between two categories of cases of self-deception 

relevant to emotion experiences: the evaluative variant of emotion self-

deception and the experiential variant of emotion self-deception. I explained 

why these two variants require separate accounts and I provided an account 

for each.  I ended the section by further elaborating upon the important role 

that perception plays in an individualʼs ability to engage in the experiential 

variant of emotion self-deception. 

 In the second section, I focused on empathy, whereby empathy is 

understood as a process by which an individual comes to acquire an emotion.  

I followed DʼArms in distinguishing between two mechanisms of empathy: 

simulation and contagion.  I explained that his account of empathy, particular 

via the mechanism of contagion, shows how emotions can serve an 

epistemological role in virtue of their ability to promote the capacity of an 

individual to develop a new perspective on a situation in light of the emotion 

acquired through empathy.  Since DʼArmsʼ account lacks a full explanation of 
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the process behind this general claim, I showed how if the MCM is integrated 

into his account, then such a full explanation can be provided.  I concluded 

that empathy is thus one way in which emotions serve a unique 

epistemological role. 

 Lastly, I discussed the role of emotion in the moral reasoning process 

and what emotionʼs relation is to moral judgments.  Sentimentalists believe 

that moral judgments are grounded in emotions such that emotions are the 

source of the moral knowledge contained in moral judgments.  In arguing for a 

simple version of sentimentalism Prinz argues for the claim that emotions are 

sufficient for moral judgment by appealing to empirical work done on disgust.  I 

examine these disgust experiments and I claim that these experiments fall 

short of providing substantial evidence for Prinzʼs claim.  I argue that most of 

the subjects fail to actually engage in making moral judgments once an 

adequate understanding of moral judgment is accepted and that rather the 

experiments reveal some of the ways in which emotion functions in moral 

perception.  The disgust experiments highlight the ways in which emotion can 

serve as a distraction in the process of moral reasoning, but I suggest that 

emotions can also play a positive role in the process by drawing an agentʼs 

attention to the morally relevant features of a situation.  I argue that is the 

primary epistemological that emotion should play in moral reasoning.  Hence, 

while emotions can reveal morally relevant considerations or can illuminate 
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how a moral principle might apply in a situation, emotions, in and of 

themselves, do not constitute the moral knowledge necessary to justify a 

moral judgment. 

 

 

 

 



 229 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 
THE MOTIVATIONAL ROLE OF EMOTION 
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The motivational role of emotion is a broad and sweeping topic.  In this 

chapter, I narrow the topic by focusing solely on the issue of moral motivation.  

Current research in cognitive neuroscience, psychology, and philosophy 

presents an emerging picture of human nature in which the social, moral, and 

emotional are complexly intertwined.  In order to tease apart these domains in 

both the brain and behavior one avenue of research scientists pursue is to 

study individuals in whom there are impairments in one or more of these 

domains.  I discuss in depth the profiles of individuals with psychopathy, 

autism, and acquired sociopathy because these individuals all experience 

different impairments in all three of these domains. 

 In doing so my intentions are twofold: one, to provide further insight into 

the role of emotion in moral motivation and moral capacities broadly 

construed; two, to suggest an account of moral agency that highlights the 

importance of emotion in the development of a moral agentʼs moral capacities.  

I begin in the first section with a discussion of moral agency followed by 

sections individually devoted to the topics of psychopathy, autism, and 

acquired sociopathy.  Lastly, I summarize the arguments and draw general 

conclusions in the fifth section.  

1. Moral Agency  

 First, it is important to briefly comment on why moral agency matters.  

Attributions of responsibility are contingent upon a personʼs status as a moral 
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agent.  Those persons who do not satisfy the criteria for moral agency should 

be considered less than fully responsible for their actions.  Note this is not to 

claim that these persons are without any responsibility for their actions.  

Rather it is to suggest that attributions of responsibility can come as matter of 

degree and that failure to be considered a moral agent constitutes a reason for 

a diminished attribution of responsibility.  Also, it is important to note that 

attributions of responsibility are a related, but separable matter from 

attributions of punishment.  Accordingly, it is important to construct an account 

of moral agency that correctly identifies those persons whose moral capacities 

do and do not constitute a reason for influencing judgments of responsibility 

and their attendant punishments.   

A broad contrast can be drawn between a Humean and a Kantian view 

of moral agency.126  Hume is famous for his claim that “reason alone can 

never be a motive to any action of the will.”127  According to Hume then, moral 

belief is insufficient for generating the motivation to engage in moral action and 

rather moral belief must always be accompanied by the presence of an 

affective state.  Hume does not deny that reason plays an important role in 

producing moral action, but it is a distinctly supporting role to the role played 

by the passions.  In contrast, Kant emphasizes the leading role that reason 

                                                 
126 Denis, Lara. (2008). Kant and Hume on Morality. http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/kant-
hume-morality/ 
127 Hume, David. (1978). A Treatise of Human Nature, second edition. Eds. Selby-Biggge, L.A. 
and P.H. Nidditch Oxford: Oxford University Press, p. 415. 
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plays in generating the sense of moral duty that motivates moral action.  Like 

Hume, Kant acknowledges that feelings also have a role, but it is secondary to 

the role of reason.  Thus Hume and Kant stressed the importance of different 

capacities for moral agency as have the subsequently inspired accounts. 

The account of moral agency that I defend is Humean since the account 

critically depends on the emotional capacities of agents.  While this might not 

be immediately obvious given the framework for the account below, it will 

become apparent by the end of the chapter.  The account is constructed in 

terms of two criteria that are minimally necessary for moral agency. 

The first criterion is the capacity for engaging in moral reasoning that 

leads to making a moral judgment.  Genuine moral judgments must be 

minimally accepted and endorsed by the individual producing the judgment.  

Hence, merely constructing a moral judgment is insufficient evidence for 

possessing this capacity.  In order to accept and endorse a moral judgment a 

person must understand and have a facility with employing the relevant moral 

concepts involved in the moral reasoning process.  This requires both that a 

person have a general rational competency and that they are reasons 

responsive to distinctly moral reasons and considerations. 

The second criterion is the capacity for an individual to engage in moral 

actions based on their moral judgments in virtue of a moral motivation.  The 

capacity for moral motivation requires both a general capacity to be motivated 
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as well as the capacity to be motivated by distinctly moral reasons and 

considerations.  This requires that an individual possess a distinctly moral 

concern; that is a concern for what is right or wrong based on considerations 

involving the welfare of other individuals in their community. 

In the next three sections, I present a general profile of individuals with 

psychopathy, autism, and acquired sociopathy as well as discuss empirical 

evidence relevant to evaluating the moral capacities of these individuals.  In 

light of this evidence, I assess whether these individuals with differing 

impairments satisfy the proposed two criteria for moral agency.  In the course 

of doing so, I will further illustrate the critical role that emotion plays in moral 

motivation. 

2. Psychopathy 

In this section, I begin by describing the impairments characteristic of 

psychopathy and followed by a discussion focused on the moral reasoning 

abilities of individuals with psychopathy.  I argue that individuals with 

psychopathy fail to adequately understand moral concepts and consequently 

fail to make moral judgments.  Thus, I conclude that individuals with 

psychopathy do meet the required criteria for moral agency. 

Profile of Individuals with Psychopathy 

Individuals with psychopathy are distinguished from ordinary habitual 

criminals by their general lack of prudence. The origins of the contemporary 
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understanding of psychopathy have been traced back to Cleckley who in his 

book, The Mask of Sanity, outlined sixteen criteria for the diagnosis of 

psychopathy.128  These criteria included such characteristics as: superficial 

charm, good “intelligence,” unreliability, untruthfulness, insincerity, lack of 

remorse or shame, poor judgment and failure to learn by experience, 

incapacity for love, reduction in affective reactions, unresponsiveness in 

general interpersonal relations, and failure to follow any life plan.  Adding to 

these criteria, based on his own clinical experience, Hare devised the 

Psychopath Checklist (PCL) and the Psychopath Checklist-Revised (PCL-R) 

which are formalized tools employed in diagnosing psychopathy in adults.129 

There is no diagnosis of psychopathy in the Diagnostic and Statistical 

Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM), but rather psychopathy is associated with 

antisocial personality disorder (ASPD).130  However, Blair and his colleagues 

have recently made a strong argument for the case that APSD is an 

overinclusive category such that only a subset of those individuals with APSD 

should be understood as psychopaths.131   They argue that the etiology and 

the precise nature of the antisocial behavior of those diagnosed with APSD 

differs across individuals. 

                                                 
128 Cleckley, H.M. (1941). The Mask of Sanity. 4th edn. Mosby: St, Louis, MO. 
129 Hare, R.D. (1991). The Hare Psychopathy Checklist – Revised. Multi-Health Systems: 
Toronto, Ontario. 
130 American Psychiatric Association. (1994). Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders, 4th edn. Washington, D.C.: American Psychiatric Association. 
131 Blair, James, Mitchell, Derek, and Blair, Karina. (2005). The Psychopath: Emotion and the 
Brain. Blackwell Publishing. 
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Blair et al.ʼs argument largely rests on a distinction between reactive 

and instrumental aggression.  Reactive aggression is characterized as 

occurring when “a frustrating or threatening event triggers the aggressive act 

and frequently also induces anger.” In contrast, instrumental aggression is 

characterized as “purposeful and goal directed.”132  Blair et al. argue that it is 

important to distinguish between these two types of aggression because they 

are mediated by separable neurocognitive systems.  The category of APSD 

lumps together individuals with both a general increase in reactive and 

instrumental aggression.  Blair et al. argue that individuals with psychopathy 

should be understood as those who have a dysfunction in emotional 

processing which puts them at risk for developing heightened levels of goal-

directed, instrumental aggression.  The pathology for developing an increased 

risk of reactive aggression is different from the emotional processing 

dysfunction found in psychopaths.  Blair et al. summarize that: “In short, 

psychopathy is an emotional disorder, which, if it develops into its full form, 

puts the individual at risk of repeated displays of extreme antisocial 

behavior.”133 

Evidence for this conclusion comes from a variety of studies showing 

general impairments related to emotions in individuals with psychopathy.  

They show reduced response to threatening or fear inducing stimuli. For 

                                                 
132 Blair, James, Mitchell, Derek, and Blair, Karina, ibid, p. 12. 
133 Blair, James, Mitchell, Derek, and Blair, Karina, ibid. p. 17. 
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example, if there is a timer counting down until the participant will receive a 

shock, then control participants show increased emotional processing (as 

measured by electrodermal activity) as time to the shock gets closer whereas 

individuals with psychopathy do not.134  In addition, individuals with 

psychopathy show reduced emotional response relative to control participants 

when imagining unpleasant or fearful experiences.135 

Moreover, individuals with psychopathy show difficulties in emotional 

learning.  Most studies have focused on instrumental learning which involves 

learning to commit specific behavior responses in order to gain reward or 

avoid punishment.  In particular, individuals with psychopathy perform poorly 

on two variations of the task referred to as extinction and response reversal.136   

Extinction tasks require the individual to learn to withhold their behavior once a 

response that was previously rewarded changes into a punishment.  

Response reversal tasks require learning to respond to one rewarding object 

and then to switch to responding to another object that provides rewards but 

which previously provided punishment. 

                                                 
134 Hare, R.D., Frazelle, J. Cox, D.N. (1978). Psychopathy and physiological responses to 
threat of an aversive stimulus. Psychophysiology. Vol. 15,165-172. 
135 Patrick, C.J., Cuthbert, B.N., Lang, P.J. (1994). Emotion in the criminal psychopath: fear 
image processing. Journal of Abnormal Psychology. Vol.103, 523-534. 
136 Newman, J.P., Patterson, C.M., Kosson, D.S. (1987). Response preservation in 
psychopaths. Journal of Abnormal Psychology. Vol. 96, 145-148. 
Mitchell, D.G.V., Colledge, E., Leonard, A., Blair, R.J.R. (2002). Risky decisions and response 
reversals: is there evidence of orbitofrontal cortex dysfunction in psychopathic individuals? 
Neuropsychologia. Vol. 40, 2013-2022. 
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Moreover, individuals with psychopathy exhibit reduced empathetic 

responses.  Blair et al. measured the skin conductance responses of 

individuals with psychopathy and children with psychopathic tendencies to 

images presented on a screen.137  Both groups exhibited reduced responses 

to images that depicted the distress of others relative to comparison 

individuals 

Individuals with psychopathy also exhibit reduced affective input to 

linguistic processing.  For example, in a lexical decision task study, in which 

the participant must decide as quickly as possible whether a string of letters 

forms a word it was found that typical individuals respond faster to emotional 

than neutral words and evoked larger response potentials (ERPs) whereas 

psychopaths showed no difference in either response time or ERPs between 

emotional and neutral words.138 

Despite all these emotion related impairments, individuals with 

psychopathy are notable for their average to above average capabilities in 

other domains.  In casual interactions many individuals with psychopathy 

come across as intelligent and charming and are often adept at deception.  

These abilities help individuals with psychopathy in their pursuit of carrying out 

their instrumental plans.  Despite the popular conception of the psychopath as 

                                                 
137 Blair, R.J.R., Jones, L., Clark, F., Smith, M. (1997). The psychopathic individual: a lack of 
responsiveness to distress cues? Psychophysiology. Vol. 34, 192-198. 
138 Kiehl, K.A., Hare, R.D., McDonald, J.J., Brink, J. (1999). Semantic and affective processing 
in psychopaths: an event-related potential (ERP) study. Psychophysiology. Vol. 36, 765-774. 
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a bloodthirsty killer often the violence inflicted by individuals with psychopathy 

is an incidental result of their frustrated attempt to carry out a plan.  Part of this 

is a result of the fact that individuals with psychopathy generally lack prudence 

in their decisions and actions.  Consequently violence and other immoral acts 

are often perceived by individuals with psychopathy to be the best solution to a 

problem.  It is thought that individuals with psychopathy understand when their 

actions will violate a moral norm, but that this fact holds little weight in 

motivating their actions. 

These considerations have lead some researchers to the conclusion 

that: “Psychopaths are not impaired in their ability to reason about what is right 

or wrong. They are only impaired in their ability to do or follow through with 

what they reason to be right or wrong.”139   

Individuals with Psychopathy Lack Moral Concepts 

 Two standard paradigms have been employed in assessing the moral 

reasoning abilities of individuals with psychopathy: Kohlbergʼs and Turielʼs.140  

Kohlbergʼs paradigm presents the individual with a series of vignettes that 

describe moral dilemmas followed by a series of questions.  The individuals 

are asked to decide how the protagonist should act and to justify and explain 
                                                 
139 Kiehl stated in personal correspondence dated October 2005 as cited in Borg, J.S. (2008). 
Impaired Moral Reasoning in Psychopaths? Response to Kent Kiehl in Moral Psychology, 
Volume 3, The Neuroscience of Morality: Emotion, Brain Disorders, and Development ed. by 
Walter Sinnott-Armstrong. Cambridge: MIT Press. 
140 Kohlberg, L. and Kramer, R. (1969). Continuities and discontinuities in childhood and adult 
moral development. Human Development. Vol.12, 93-120. 
Turiel, E. (1983). The Development of Social Knowledge: Morality and Convention. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
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their judgment.  In Turielʼs paradigm, which is more commonly known as the 

moral/conventional distinction task individuals are presented with stories 

involving moral and conventional transgressions and then asked to make 

judgments about these transgressions.  Moral transgressions are defined by 

their consequences for the rights and welfares of other individuals and include 

such actions as killing or theft.  Conventional transgressions are defined by 

their consequence for the social order and include such actions as not 

speaking aloud during a movie or driving on the right hand side of the road.  

In a study which was matched for control of IQ and social class 

Campagna and Harter employed Kohlbergʼs paradigm in order to compare the 

moral reasoning of children with sociopathic tendencies to typically developing 

children. 141  They found that the moral reasoning capabilities were impaired in 

children displaying sociopathic tendencies.  In addition, Lee and Prentice, also 

employing Kohlbergʼs paradigm found that while there is no difference in the 

moral reasoning abilities of juvenile offenders with psychopathic tendencies 

and other juvenile offenders that the moral reasoning abilities of offenders are 

on the whole lower than those of non-offenders.142  These results suggest that 

while poor moral reasoning skills might not be unique to individuals with 

                                                 
141 Campagna, Anthony Frank and Harter, Susan. (1975). Moral Judgment in Sociopathic and 
Normal Children. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. Vol. 31, No.2, 199-205.  
142 Lee, M., N. M. Prentice. (1988). Interrelations of Empathy, Cognition, and Moral Reasoning 
with Dimensions of Juvenile Delinquency. Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology. Vol.16,127-
139.  
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psychopathy that nonetheless there is a moral reasoning related impairment 

present in these individuals. 

Blair et al. argue that Kohlbergʼs paradigm is a poor measure of moral 

reasoning ability and rather that “Kohlbergʼs framework can therefore be 

considered to assess the individualʼs moral concepts…according to Kohlberg, 

these conceptual structures drive moral reasoning and behavior.”143  Their 

argument is based on the fact that performance on Kohlbergʼs paradigm is 

assessed not by the participantʼs judgment of how the protagonist should 

behave, but rather on the complexity of the justification the participant 

provides.  If Blair et al. are right about this then the above results provide even 

stronger support that individuals with psychopathy lack an adequate facility 

with understanding and employing moral concepts. 

 In addition, individuals with psychopathy perform poorly on the 

moral/conventional distinction task.144  In particular, individuals with 

psychopathy tend not to make reference to the welfare of the victim when 

explaining why a moral transgression is wrong.  These individuals also treated 

conventional transgressions like moral transgressions such that when the 

authority was removed, individuals with psychopathy still judged that 

                                                 
143 Blair, James, Mitchell, Derek, and Blair, Karina. (2005). The Psychopath: Emotion and the 
Brain. Blackwell Publishing. p. 57. 
144 Blair, R. J. R. (1995). A cognitive development approach to morality: Investigating the 
psychopath. Cognition. Vol. 57, 1–29. 
Blair, R.J.R., Jones, L., Clark, F., Smith, M. (1995). Is the psychopath “morally insane”? 
Personality and Individual Differences. Vol. 19, 741-752. 
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conventional transgressions were wrong.  Thus individuals with psychopathy 

judged all transgressions as authority independent.  Blair describes this 

somewhat surprising result as a product of these individualsʼ inability to make 

the distinction coupled with their over eager desire to demonstrate adherence 

to societal rules (in order to be eventually paroled).  This further suggests that 

individuals with psychopathy do not have an adequate understanding of the 

moral concepts employed in moral judgments given their lack of understanding 

of what moral transgressions are. 

 In arguing for the claim that individuals with psychopathy lack an 

understanding of moral concepts, Kennett and Fine point toward evidence that 

shows that individuals with psychopathy tend to make an unusual number of 

“retractor” compared to control participants.145  Retractor statements are 

statements that when considered together as a whole, the whole does not 

make sense.  Kennett and Fine argue that speakers who make retractor 

statements lack an adequate understanding of the terms involved in the 

statements.  Since individuals with psychopathy tend to make retractor 

statements involving evaluative terms more than typical Kennett and Fine 

interpret this as evidence in support of their claim that psychopaths lack 

                                                 
145 Kennett, Jeanette and Fine, Cordelia. (2008). Internalism and the Evidence from 
Psychopaths and “Acquired Sociopaths” in Moral Psychology, Volume 3, The Neuroscience of 
Morality: Emotion, Brain Disorders, and Development ed. by Walter Sinnott-Armstrong. MIT 
Press: Cambridge. 
Eichler, M. (1965). The application of verbal behavior analysis to the study of psychological 
defense mechanisms: Speech patterns associated with sociopathic behavior. Journal of 
Nervous and Mental Disease. Vol. 141, No.6, 658-663. 
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competency with evaluative terms.  Kennett and Fine provide the following 

examples (taken from Hare) of such incompetency: 

When asked if he experienced remorse over a murder heʼd 
committed, one young inmate told us, “Yeah, sure, I feel remorse.”  
Pressed further, he said that he didnʼt “feel bad inside about it.”  
 
When asked if he had ever committed a violent offense, a man 
serving time for theft answered, “No, but I once had to kill 
someone.” 
 
Asked how he had begun his career in crime, [a psychopath] said, 
“It had to do with my mother, the most beautiful person in the 
world.  She was strong, worked hard to take care of four kids.  A 
beautiful person. I started stealing her jewelry when I was in the 
fifth grade.  You know, I never really knew the bitch—we went our 
separate ways. 146 
 

These examples of retractor statements provide a reason for doubting that 

individuals with psychopathy really understand the evaluative terms employed 

in their answers.  In turn, this suggests that psychopaths additionally fail to 

really understand the moral terms employed in their moral judgments. 

 In sum, I presented evidence that individuals with psychopathy fail to 

make the moral/conventional distinction, exhibit below average performance 

on moral reasoning measures, and struggle with properly employing 

evaluative terms in discussions.  Collectively, this evidence suggests that 

individuals with psychopathy lack an adequate understanding and facility with 

moral concepts.  This is because while individuals with psychopathy are 

sometimes capable of making the correct moral judgments, they do not appear 
                                                 
146 Hare, R.D. (1993). Without conscience: The disturbing world of the psychopaths among us. 
New York: Pocket Books. 
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to be reasons responsive to moral considerations as demonstrated by their 

shortcomings in moral reasoning tasks. 

 Hence, contrary to the belief of some, psychopaths are not only 

impaired in their ability to behave morally, but also in their ability to understand 

the moral reasons that typically motivate the moral behavior of individuals.  

The source of both of these impairments is the emotional deficits experienced 

by individuals with psychopathy.  In particular, the capacity for having an 

empathetic affective response to persons in distress appears to be critically 

important to the development of moral capacities.   

  The brains of individuals with psychopathy have been described to 

“know the words, but not the music.”147  This description nicely summarizes 

the idea that while individuals with psychopathy might be capable of 

pronouncing moral judgments that are fitting with the moral norms of their 

community (although even this ability appears to be impaired) individuals with 

psychopathy do not really understand the content of these judgments.  There 

is a failure to grasp the normative authority inherent in moral judgments due to 

a lack of understanding of the relevant moral concepts.  Consequently 

individuals with psychopathy do not meet the criteria necessary for moral 

                                                 
147 Johns, J.H. and Quay, H.C. (1962). The effect of social reward on verbal conditioning in 
psychopathic and neurotic military officers.  Journal of consulting and Clinical Psychology, Vol. 
26, pp.217-220 as cited in Kiehl, Kent A. (2008) Without Morals: The Cognitive Neuroscience 
of Criminal Psychopaths in in Moral Psychology, Volume 3, The Neuroscience of Morality: 
Emotion, Brain Disorders, and Development ed. by Walter Sinnott-Armstrong. MIT Press: 
Cambridge. 



 

 

244 

agency because they lack the capacity both for making moral judgments and 

for being morally motivated. 

3. Autism 

In this section, I begin by describing the general impairments 

characteristic of autism.  While there has been an abundance of recent 

research on autism few studies have been conducted that address the moral 

domain of life of individuals with autism.  I discuss those studies that have 

been conducted and draw from self reports of individuals with autism in order 

to present a picture of the moral capabilities of individuals with autism.  

Thereafter, I argue that individuals with autism while capable of making moral 

judgments lack the capacity for moral motivation and consequently do not 

satisfy the criteria for moral agency. 

Profile of Individuals with Autism 

Autism is a spectrum disorder (ASD) that is generally characterized as 

causing impairment in social communication and social interaction.  Individuals 

with low functioning autism have autism combined with other mental 

handicaps whereas individuals with high functioning autism have a normal to 

high IQ.  These individuals share many similarities with individuals who have 

Aspergerʼs syndrome and research on these two groups is often conducted 

together.  Individuals with autism who are high functioning have the advantage 
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of utilizing their intellect to develop more coping strategies than individuals 

with autism who are low functioning.   

McGeer explains that individuals with autism show a characteristic triad 

of impairments which includes: 

(1) a qualitative impairment in reciprocal social interactions, 
including a marked lack of awareness of othersʼ feelings, 
abnormal comfort-seeking behavior at times of distress, impaired 
imitation, aversion to or abnormal physical contact, and lack of 
social play and peer friendships. 
 
(2) a qualitative impairment in nonverbal and verbal 
communication, including lack of eye gaze and facial 
expressions to initiate or modulate social interactions, abnormal 
prosody, echolalia, extreme literal-mindedness, and general 
difficulties with conversational pragmatics 
 
(3) impairments in imaginative abilities, including lack of pretend 
(especially role-taking) play in childhood, highly restricted and 
repetitive interests, and an obsessive insistence on routine and 
environmental stability. 148 
 

This triad forms the basis for diagnosis of individuals with autism. 
 
 Recently, much of the research on ASD has focused on the impaired 

theory of mind characteristic of individuals with autism.149  Although some 

individuals with autism who are high functioning are able to pass certain 

versions of the false belief task, in general both children and adults with autism 

                                                 
148 McGeer, Victoria. (2008). Varieties of Moral Agency: Lessons from Autism (and 
Psychopathy) in Moral Psychology, Volume 3, The Neuroscience of Morality: Emotion, Brain 
Disorders, and Development ed. by Walter Sinnott-Armstrong. MIT Press: Cambridge. p.233-
4. 
149 Baron-Cohen, S. (2000). Theory of mind and autism: A fifteen year review. in S. Baron-
Cohen, H. Tager-Flusberg, & D. J. Cohen (Eds.), Understanding other minds: Perspectives 
from developmental cognitive neuroscience (2nd ed., pp. 3 -20). Oxford, UK: Oxford University 
Press. 
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fail the false belief task.  A classic version of the false belief task is “Sally and 

Anne.”150  The experimenter takes two dolls, Sally and Anne, and has Sally 

place a marble in her basket.  Sally leaves the scene and Anne takes the 

marble out of the basket and hides it in her [Anneʼs] box.  Sally returns and the 

experimenter asks the subject “Where will Sally look for her marble?”.  If the 

participant indicates Sallyʼs basket then they pass the false belief task 

because they took into account Sallyʼs false belief, otherwise the participant 

fails the task. 

 Impaired theory of mind results in various other impairments in 

individuals with ASD related to the social domain.  For instance, individuals 

with ASD are generally quite poor at deception.  Temple Grandin, a high 

functioning individual with autism, describes the reason why:  

Autistic people tend to have difficulty lying because of the complex 
emotions involved in deception. I become extremely anxious when 
I have to tell a little white lie on the spur of the moment….Lying is 
very anxiety-provoking because it requires rapid interpretations of 
social cues to determine whether the other person is really being 
deceived.151 
 

In addition, individuals with ASD general lack the ability to empathize.152  Thus 

individuals with ASD share this deficit with individuals with psychopathy.   

                                                 
150 Baron-Cohen, S., Leslie, A. M., & Frith, U. (1985). Does the autistic child have a ʻʻtheory of 
mindʼʼ? Cognition. Vol. 21, 37-46. 
151 Grandin, Temple (1995). Thinking in pictures: And other reports from my life with autism. 
New York: Doubleday, p. 135 cited in McGeer, Victoria. (2008). Varieties of Moral Agency: 
Lessons from Autism (and Psychopathy) in Moral Psychology, Volume 3, The Neuroscience of 
Morality: Emotion, Brain Disorders, and Development ed. by Walter Sinnott-Armstrong. MIT 
Press: Cambridge. p.244. 
152 Frith, Uta. (1989). Autism: Explaining the Enigma. Oxford: Blackwell. 
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However, despite the fact that empathy is often thought to be crucial to 

moral behavior individuals with ASD do not engage in more immoral behaviors 

than typically developing individuals (in contrast to individuals with 

psychopathy who do engage in more immoral behaviors than typical).153  The 

sources of these lacks of empathetic responses are different in individuals with 

autism and psychopathy.  The capacity for empathy requires both theory of 

mind and a sensitivity to distress in others.  In individuals with autism their lack 

of empathy is a product of their impaired theory of mind, but these individuals 

have been found capable of recognizing distress signals in others. 154  In 

contrast, individuals with psychopathy do not have impaired theory of mind 

and consequently their lack of empathetic capacity is thought to be due to a 

diminished response to the signals of distress in others. 155 

A high functioning individual with autism, Jim Sinclair, describes this 

difference between recognizing distress and empathetically understanding 

how to respond to distress as follows: 

I have to develop a separate translation code for every person I 
meet.... does it indicate an unco-operative attitude if someone 
doesn't understand information conveyed in a foreign language? 
Even if I can tell what the cues mean, I may not know what to do 
about them. The first time I ever realized someone needed to be 

                                                 
153 Rogers, J., Viding, E., Blair, R.J.R., Frith, U. and Happe, F. (2006). Autism spectrum 
disorder and psychopathy: shared cognitive underpinnings or double hit ? Psychological 
Medicine. Vol. 36, 1789–1798. 
154 Blair, R.J.R. (1996). Psychophysiological responsiveness to the distress of others in 
children with autism. Personality and Individual Differences. Vol. 26, No.3, 477-485. 
155 Richell, R.A. , D.G.V. Mitchell, D.G.V., Newman, C., Leonard, A., Baron-Cohen, S., Blair, 
R.J.R. (2003). Theory of mind and psychopathy: can psychopathic individuals read the 
ʻlanguage of the eyesʼ? Neuropsychologia. Vol. 41, 23–526. 
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touched was during an encounter with a grief-stricken, hysterically 
sobbing person who was in no condition to respond to my 
questions about what I should do to help. I could certainly tell he 
was upset. I could even figure out that there was something I 
could do that would be better than nothing. But I didn't know what 
that something was.156  
 

Sinclairʼs reference to developing a translation code is a common strategy that 

individuals with ASD employ in order to navigate the social world.  Grandin 

describes navigating the social world as a strictly logical process.157  This is 

because individuals with ASD often construct as many routines and rules as 

possible in order to aid their social interactions because they lack the ability to 

read social cues and to use these cues to adapt to changes in social routines 

or order. 

The Moral Capacities of Individuals with Autism 

The moral capacities of individuals with autism are interesting because 

as McGeer observes: “a lack of empathy makes it extremely challenging for 

individuals with autism to act in morally appropriate ways, it does nothing to 

undermine their interest in so acting.”158   McGeer suggests that the motivation 

of individuals with ASD to follow moral rules might not be derived from moral 

concern, but rather from intact reasoning skills coupled with a strong 
                                                 
156 J. Sinclair, J.  (1992).  Bridging the Gaps: an Inside-Out View of Autism (or, Do you Know 
What I Don't Know?)', in Schopler and Mesibov (eds), High Functioning Individuals with 
Autism. New York: Plenum, p. 300 cited in Kennett, Jeannette. (2002). Autism, Empathy, and 
Moral Agency. The Philosophical Quarterly. Vol. 52, No.208, p.352. 
157 Grandin, Temple (1995). Thinking in pictures: And other reports from my life with autism. 
New York: Doubleday. 
158 McGeer, Victoria. (2008). Varieties of Moral Agency: Lessons from Autism (and 
Psychopathy) in Moral Psychology, Volume 3, The Neuroscience of Morality: Emotion, Brain 
Disorders, and Development ed. by Walter Sinnott-Armstrong. MIT Press: Cambridge. p.235. 
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motivation to generally follow rules and adhere to routines.  In contrast, 

Kennett argues that even if this is the case that “the story of how we normally 

get to be moral agents and the story of what is required for moral agency are 

not the same.”159  Hence, even if empathy is typically the route by which 

agents develop the moral concern necessary for moral agency she thinks that 

this does not mean that there are not other means by which to achieve moral 

concern. 

 Accordingly, Kennett argues that the lack of empathy in individuals with 

ASD does not mean that these individuals lack moral concern.  She thinks that 

lacking empathy makes developing a moral concern more difficult for these 

individuals and it is achieved via a more reasoned and less emotionally 

involved process than typical, however, she argues that these individuals do 

exhibit a moral concern nonetheless.   

Few studies have been directly conducted on the moral capacities of 

individuals with autism, but those that have been present evidence suggestive 

of the claim that while individuals with autism are capable of making moral 

judgments and engaging in moral behavior in light of these judgments that 

nonetheless these individuals lack moral motivation in light of their lack of 

moral concern.  Hence, contra Kennett, I argue that the moral capacities of 

individuals with autism are insufficient for describing these individuals as 

                                                 
159 Kennett, Jeannette. (2002). Autism, Empathy, and Moral Agency. The Philosophical 
Quarterly. Vol. 52, No.208, p.357. 
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possessing a distinctly moral concern and that consequently individuals with 

autism fail to meet the necessary criteria for being considered moral agents. 

With regard to moral reasoning abilities, individuals with ASD are 

successfully able to make the moral/conventional distinction.160   This ability 

further supports the previously made claim that those with ASD are sensitive 

to distress because the presence of a victim is the basis for making the 

moral/conventional distinction.161 

 Another study on moral reasoning found that the moral reasoning 

abilities were generally impaired in children with autism relative to learning 

disabled children and were lacking compared to typically developing children 

matched for verbal mental age.162  The children were asked to make 

judgments of culpability and the children with autism generally made correct 

judgments and were able to identify damage to persons as more culpable than 

damage to property.   

However, when asked to explain their judgments fewer than a third of 

their responses involved the motive of the protagonist and many of their 

responses simply reiterated the story.  This suggests that while children with 

autism might be capable of constructing the correct moral judgments that there 

                                                 
160 Blair, J.R.J. (1996). Brief Report: Morality in the Autistic Child. Journal of Autism and 
Developmental Disorders. Vol. 26, No.5, 571-579. 
161 Smetana, J. G. (1985). Preschool children's conceptions of transgressions: Effects of 
varying moral and conventional domain-related attributes. Developmental Psychology. Vol. 
21,18-29. 
162 Grant, C.M., Boucher, J., Riggs, K., Grayson, A. (2005) Moral understanding in children 
with autism. Autism. Vol.9, No.3, 317-331. 
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is something importantly lacking in their understanding of what substantiates 

the content of an action being morally wrong or right.  It further suggests that 

children with autism are not able to explain the motive of the protagonist 

because they are not able to grasp the moral motivation of others due to the 

fact that this motivation is lacking in their own understanding of morality. 

 Leslie et al., in response the results of the aforementioned studies, 

observed that it is possible that since children with autism are sensitive to the 

distress of others that their apparent ability to make moral judgments and the 

moral/conventional distinction might be done on the basis of what the authors 

call a “knee jerk” response in the absence of reflection, understanding, or any 

engagement in moral reasoning (either consciously or unconsciously).163  In 

order to explore this possibility, they had children with autism who failed the 

false belief task respond to questions about a number of different vignettes.   

One of these vignettes was the “cry baby” scenario in which two 

children each have a cookie, but one of the children wants to eat their own and 

the other childʼs cookie.  The other child eats their own cookie and upon 

observing this the “cry baby” is distressed and bursts into tears.  The children 

are asked to judge whether the childʼs action of eating their own cookie which 

led to the distress of the other child was bad or not. 

                                                 
163 Leslie, A.M., Mallon, R., DiCorcia, J.A. (2006). Transgressors, victims, and cry babies: Is 
basic moral judgment spared in autism? Social Neuroscience. Vol. 1, No.3-4, 270-283.  
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 Leslie et al. reasoned that the child who proceeds to eat her own cookie 

commits neither a moral nor conventional transgression since the cookie was 

their property.  Consequently, any distress that follows this action is not 

justified.  If children with autism simply respond to the presence of distress in 

another person without reflecting upon the cause or nature of this distress then 

they would respond that the child eating the cookie did a bad thing.  The 

children with autism who answered questions about both the “cry baby” story 

and another story which featured crying, but which contained a moral 

transgression were able to correctly identify when there was and was not a 

moral transgression present in the story.  In addition, the children with autism 

correctly made the moral judgment that the cookie eater was not culpable.  

This suggests that the reaction to distress cues in children with ASD is not 

simply a “knee jerk” response but involves at least some degree of moral 

reasoning.  The authors conclude that children with ASD who fail the false 

belief task nonetheless retain a basic moral sense. 

  The results of a preliminary fMRI investigation revealed that the 

orbitofrontal cortex (OFC) was active in typically developing children but not 

active in the children with autism while the children were engaged in making 

moral judgments.164  The function of the OFC is generally thought to contribute 

to processes including decision making, representation of emotional stimuli, 
                                                 
164 Hiraishi H, Hashimoto T, Mori K, Ito H, Harada M. (2007). A preliminary fMRI study of moral 
judgment task in high functioning autistic children. No To Hattatsu. Vol. 39, No.5, 360-5. 
Japanese. 
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reward, and motivation.165  In particular, the OFC is thought to represent the 

valenced value of potential options in judgment and decision making tasks.  It 

is hypothesized to be particularly involved in complex situations in which 

significant processing is required in order to determine the value of the 

outcomes under consideration.  The anatomy of the OFC is such that it is well 

connected to many of the other sensory and reward regions of the brain.  This 

contributes towards the hypothesis that part of the function of the OFC is to 

integrate sensory properties with affective information and to then provide a 

valenced representation that reflects the results of these integrative efforts. 

The fact that the OFC appears to be disengaged in children with autism 

while making moral judgments suggests that individuals with autism are failing 

to construct an emotional representation of the possible outcomes of the 

considered moral dilemmas as do typically developing individuals.  This 

suggests that something other than an affective assessment of the value of 

the potential outcomes is motivating the judgment of individuals with autism.  

This further suggests that while individuals with autism appear to understand 

the normative force of moral judgments, they fail to feel the normative force of 

these judgments.  Feeling the affective pull of moral judgments is necessary 

for having distinctly moral motivation.   

                                                 
165 Wallis, Jonathan D. (2007). Orbitofrontal Cortex and its contribution to Decision-Making. 
Annual Review of Neuroscience. Vol.30, 31–56. 
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These claims do not conflict with the fact that individuals with autism 

typically engage in morally acceptable behaviors.  The aspect of motivation 

that actually prepares the motor system for action is hypothesized to occur in 

the prefrontal motor cortex.166  The prefrontal motor cortex receives projections 

from many regions and can function successfully in the absence of input from 

the OFC.   

The OFC is generally thought to be critical to functioning in the social 

domain as evident by the loss of functionality in patients suffering lesions in 

this area.167  Individuals with autism, who generally have trouble functioning in 

the social arena, are hypothesized to suffer general impairments in the 

functioning of the OFC.168  Some individuals with autism, particularly those 

who are high functioning, are able to compensate for this lack of social 

intuition and affective information provided by the OFC by extensively 

analyzing people and the social environment in order to construct rules to 

guide their social interactions.  Similarly, since the moral domain is a 

subcategory of the social domain, it is reasonable to infer that individuals with 

autism employ a similar strategy in making moral judgments and navigating 

the moral world.   
                                                 
166 Roesch, M. and Olso, C.R. (2007). Neuronal Activity Related to Anticipated Reward in 
Frontal Cortex Does It Represent Value or Reflect Motivation? Annals of the New York 
Academy of Sciences. Vol. 1121, 431-446. 
167 Damasio AR. (1994). Descartesʼ Error: Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain. New York: 
Putnam.  
168 Bachevalier, J., Loveland, K.A. (2006). The orbitofrontal–amygdala circuit and self-
regulation of social–emotional behavior in autism. Neuroscience and Biobehavioral Reviews. 
Vol.30, 97–117. 
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High functioning individuals with autism are sometimes able to 

construct circuitous routes to social knowledge, but this knowledge is strictly 

cognitive knowledge which is in strong contrast to the emerging picture of 

social cognition as embodied knowledge.169  This suggests that it is not the 

motivational pull of embodied representations of outcomes that drives the 

behavior of individuals with autism in the social or moral environment but 

perhaps rather cognitive knowledge coupled with a general (not specifically 

moral) motivation to adhere to the rules and routines of their environment. 

Indeed, Grandin describes navigating the social world as follows: 

“There is a process of using my intellect and logical decision making for every 

social decision.  Emotion doesnʼt guide my decision; it is pure computing.”170  

This description can reasonably be generalized to include moral decisions as 

well which suggests that the moral actions of individuals with autism are not 

guided by the felt moral concern that is typical of other individuals. 

 In further support of this claim is the following description of an 

individualʼs response to a moral scenario taken from one of the few studies of 

moral reasoning in adults with autism: 

                                                 
169 Niedenthal, P. M., Barsalou, L.W., Winkielman, P., Krauth-Gruber, S. and Ric, F. (2005). 
Embodiment in Attitudes, Social Perception, and Emotion. Personality and Social Psychology 
Review. Vol. 9, No.3, 184–211. 
170 Grandin, Temple (1995). Thinking in pictures: And other reports from my life with autism. 
New York: Doubleday, p. 103 cited in de Vignemont, F. and Frith, U. (2008). Autism, Morality, 
and Empathy in Moral Psychology, Volume 3, The Neuroscience of Morality: Emotion, Brain 
Disorders, and Development ed. by Walter Sinnott-Armstrong. MIT Press: Cambridge. p.279. 
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A young man with autism was participating in a board game 
called ʻScruplesʼ which involves listening to stories and telling 
what you would do in each situation.  He was given a scenario in 
which a store owner saw a woman stealing a small amount of 
food from his store.  The store owner knew that this particular 
woman had no job, no one to support her, and several young 
children.  The young man with autism was asked what he would 
do in the situation. He replied, ʻEveryone has to go through the 
checkout line.  It is illegal not to go through the checkout line.  
She should be arrested.ʼ171 
 

This young manʼs response implies that he fails to appreciate the motive 

behind the womanʼs action.  While the young man is not incorrect in his moral 

judgment that the womanʼs action was illegal his judgment that she should be 

arrested is harsh and is devoid of any acknowledgement of why others might 

see such a situation as a moral conflict given the womanʼs lack of other 

purported means of obtaining food for her family.   

If this manʼs response is taken as representative of how individuals with 

autism reason about moral dilemmas (which is substantiated by the study on 

children with autism who typically neglected to mention the motive of the 

protagonist in responding to moral dilemmas) then this suggests that 

individuals with autism fail to feel torn in response to such scenarios given 

their lack of moral concern.  The moral judgments individuals with ASD make 

are straightforward because their motivation is adherence to set of rules, a set 

                                                 
171 Keel, J.H. (1993). A study of moral reasoning in adults with autism. School Psychology. 
Chapel: University of North Carolina, p. 49 as cited in McGeer, Victoria (2008). Varieties of 
Moral Agency: Lessons from Autism (and Psychopathy) in Moral Psychology, Volume 3, The 
Neuroscience of Morality: Emotion, Brain Disorders, and Development ed. by Walter Sinnott-
Armstrong. MIT Press: Cambridge. p.240-1. 
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of rules that happen to be moral.  This same adherence to rules is typically 

observed in the social domain.  Hence, while individuals with ASD are capable 

of understanding the difference between moral and social rules, the same 

cognitive reasons are driving their understanding and motivation to behave 

properly in both of these domains. 

 While high functioning individuals with ASD are sometimes able to 

successfully find ways to navigate the social world one would still balk at 

ascribing social competency to these individuals.  It would seem unfair to hold 

individuals with ASD, particularly those who fail the false belief task, 

responsible for their lack of compliance with social norms, particularly in those 

situations in which the social environment exhibited unpredictability and 

required quick adaptation.  The unfairness of this is based on an 

understanding that while sometimes individuals with ASD are able to speak or 

behave in ways that are consistent with possessing social intuition, these 

individuals ultimately do not possess the ability to develop this social capacity.  

Similarly, while individuals with autism are often able to speak and act in ways 

that are consistent with having a moral concern, these individuals do not 

possess the ability to develop this moral capacity.  If an individual with ASD 

were to fail to respond to the contingencies of a complex moral dilemma 

despite their best intentions, it is likely because it is beyond their capacity to 
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adapt their rules to such situations because they do not have the capacity for a 

moral concern that is responsive to the unpredictable state of others. 

 In fact, given the overlap and intertwined nature of the moral and social 

domains and particularly the way in which moral capacities seem to require a 

more specialized set of concerns that are derivate upon the social, it would be 

quite surprising if an individual whose condition was characterized as a social 

impairment did not also have a moral impairment.  The source of the lack of 

moral concern that I have argued is characteristic of individuals with ASD is 

the same as the source of their lack of social knowledge; it their lack of ability 

to emotionally engage with other people given their reduced ability to 

understand the perspective of other people. 

Certainly, the abilities and characteristics of individuals with autism are 

wide ranging and this generalized discussion of their moral capabilities will not 

be applicable to all those individuals with ASD. However, for those individuals 

for whom this description of their moral capabilities is apt, the classification of 

these individuals as lacking moral agency is appropriate.  This is not to take 

away from the depth or complexity or goodness of the lives of individuals with 

autism, but rather this is to ascribe to these individuals a potential reason for 

diminished responsibility in cases involving their having engaged in an 

immoral action in light of their diminished capacity for developing moral 

concern. 
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4. Acquired Sociopathy 

Antonio Damasio and his colleagues who have extensively studied 

patients with damage to the ventromedial prefrontal cortex (VM-PFD) refer to 

this condition as “acquired sociopathy.” In this section, I first present a general 

profile of individuals with acquired sociopathy and then I specifically discuss 

their moral capacities.  I argue that individuals with acquired sociopathy 

experience minimal struggles with making moral judgments and experience 

more significant struggles with generating moral motivation. 

Profile of Individuals with Acquired Sociopathy 

The first reported case of VM damage is the well known case of 

Phineas Gage.172  Gage was a railway construction foreman and during an 

accident at work an explosion sent a spear-like tamping iron through his skull 

and out the top of his cranium.  Gage not only somehow survived the accident, 

but additionally his memory, reasoning, speech, and motor functions remained 

intact.  However, something about Gage did change.  Before the accident he 

was well respected at work and had a happy and stable family life while after 

the accident he began to make poor choices, struggled to keep a job, and 

generally behaved irresponsibly and in socially inappropriate ways. 

 Similar to Gage, is the case of a man known as C.D. who incurred a 

lesion in the same region of the brain as Gage after driving over a landmine in 
                                                 
172 Damasio, H., Grabowski, T., Frank, R., Galaburda, A.M., and Damasio A.R. (1994). The 
return of Phineas Gage: clues about the brain from the skull of a famous patient. Science. Vol. 
264, 1102–1105. 
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a jeep.  Prior to the accident, C.D. was a straight-A student in school and had 

received accelerated promotions in the military.   After the accident, he 

displayed a sharp decline in his social and behavioral functioning including an 

unwanted release from military service followed by a series of low-level jobs 

that he could not hold onto and four marriages.  Like Gage, C.D. continued to 

display a high intellect as evident by his verbal IQ score of 119.  However, an 

extensive battery of cognitive tests has revealed that C.D. does experience 

some cognitive deficits in addition to his social and emotional deficits.173  In 

particular, he struggles with cognitive tasks that demand tapping multiple 

executive functions simultaneously and he exhibits memory impairment in 

tasks that simultaneously tap multiple memory and organization processes. 

Another patient diagnosed with acquired sociopathy is J.S.  Prior to his 

accident at age 56 J.S. was a successful electrical engineer and then after his 

head trauma J.S. was unable to maintain a job despite the fact that his intellect 

remained intact.  The problem was that J.S. continually had interpersonal 

differences with others which was uncharacteristic of him prior to the accident.  

However, unlike Gage and C.D., J.S. also displayed aggressive behavior and 

was generally reckless and unconcerned with the safety of others.  Hence, 

J.S. contrasts with most VM-PFD patients who do not show an increase in 

violent behavior and additionally contrasts with another study that found that 
                                                 
173 Cato, M.A., Dean, C. D., Abildskov, T.J. and Bigler, E. (2004). Assessing the elusive 
cognitive deficits associated with ventromedial prefrontal damage: A case of a modern-day 
Phineas Gage. Journal of the International Neuropsychological Society. Vol. 10, 453–465.  
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only patients with an early onset of VM-PFD show increased aggression or 

tendency to engage in immoral behaviors.174 

What all individuals with acquired sociopathy do appear to have in 

common is preserved sensory and motor skills, memory and language skills, 

performance on IQ tests, and theory of mind.  What is interesting about these 

individuals is that these preserved abilities leave individuals with VM-PFD with 

an apparently intact ability to reason and make social judgments and yet they 

have great difficulty in acting in accordance with these judgments and 

generally accepted social mores.  Hence, VM-PFD patients appear to exhibit a 

functional dissociation between judgment and action based on poor decision 

making skills.  

 The difficulties in social decision making that individuals with VM-PFD 

encounter is hypothesized to be a function of affective impairment.  Individuals 

with VM-PFD have been found to lack the ability to empathize. 175  Since 

theory of mind is intact in individuals with VM-PFD the lack of empathetic 

ability is likely due to a general lack of typical affective response to emotionally 

charged stimuli or situations.  Support for this claim is primarily based on two  

 

                                                 
174 Anderson, S.W., Bechara, A., Damasio, H. Tranel, D, and Damasio, A.R. (1999). 
Impairment of social and moral behavior related to early damage in human prefrontal cortex. 
Nature Neuroscience. Vol.2, 1032-1037. 
175 Shamay-Tsoory, S.G., Tomer, R., Berger, B.D., and Aharon-Peretz, J. (2003). 
Characterization of empathy deficits following prefrontal brain damage: The role of the right 
ventromedial prefrontal cortex. Journal of Cognitive Neuroscience, Vol. 15, 324-337. 
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different paradigms that involve measuring skin conductance responses 

(SCRs). 

 The first is a card task known as the ʻgambling task.ʼ 176  The task 

involves four decks of cards (decks A, B, C, and D) and the goal of the 

participants is to maximize earnings on a loan of play money.  On each turn 

the participant selects a card from one of the decks and this continues on for 

100 selections.  Decks A and B are set up such that the reward is $100, but 

there are also steep punishments such that continuing to select from these 

decks results in a net loss of money.  Decks C and D are set up such that the 

reward is only $50, but the punishments are also lower in these decks such 

that continuing to select from these decks results in a net gain in money.   

 Both VM-PFD patients and controls begin by sampling from all decks, but 

then eventually control participants primarily select from decks C and D while 

VM-PFD patients select primarily from decks A and B.  Both the control 

participants and the VM-PFD patients exhibit SCRs in response to the reward 

or punishment following the selection of a card.  However, the control 

participants additionally begin to exhibit anticipatory SCRs when selecting 

from the A and B desks late in the game (presumably in anticipation of the 

potential punishment) while VM-PFD patients do not develop any anticipatory 

SCRs.  It is hypothesized that this apparent lack of ability for individuals with 

                                                 
176 Bechara, A., Damasio, H. and Damasio, A.R. (2000). Emotion, decision-making and the 
orbitofrontal cortex. Cerebral Cortex. Vol. 10, 295–307. 



 

 

263 

VM-PFD to employ affective knowledge in their decision making significantly 

contributes to their poor decisions. 

 The second task involves participants viewing targeted pictures depicting 

social disaster, mutilation, and nudity as well as neutral pictures.177  Control 

participants exhibited increased SCRs while viewing the target pictures in 

comparison to the neutral pictures while the participant with acquired 

sociopathy did not.  In another study in which the SCRs of participants was 

measured in reaction to viewing pictures of facial expressions it was found that 

control participants exhibited increased SCRs in response to angry or sad 

faces as compared to faces depicting neutral, naturalistic expressions while 

J.S. did not exhibit this difference in SCRs. 178  In addition, J.S., unlike control 

participants, did not exhibit an increased SCR while viewing pictures of 

threatening objects compared to neutral objects.    

The Moral Capacities of Individuals with VM-PFD 

 There have only been a limited number of studies that directly address 

the moral capacities of individuals with VM-PFD.  In part this is because most 

of these individuals do not experience a significant change in their moral 

behavior and so the focus is on understanding the more drastic change in their 

social behavior and in part this is because almost all that is known about 

                                                 
177 Damsio, A.R., Tranel, D. and Damasio, H. (1990). Individuals with sociopathic behavior 
caused by frontal damage fail to respond autonomically to social stimuli. Behavioral Brain 
Research. Vol. 41, 81–94. 
178 Blair, R.J.R. and Cipolotti, L. (2000). Impaired social response reversal: A case of “acquired 
sociopathy.” Brain. Vol. 123, No. 6, 1122-1141. 
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individuals with VM-PFD is from case studies and there have been a limited 

number of patients involved in these studies.  

 Patient E.V.R. was tested on his moral reasoning abilities using 

Kohlbergʼs paradigm and it was found he performed at an advanced 

developmental level. 179  Although it is interesting to note that this was one of a 

series of tasks that E.V.R. completed and this was the one task that required a 

choice.  E.V.R. was reluctant to choose during this task and had to be pressed 

to do so. 

J.S. was tested on the moral/conventional task and he failed to show 

the ability to reliably distinguish between moral and conventional 

transgressions.180  In particular, his responses resembled those of individuals 

with psychopathy, in that he thought that conventional transgressions were still 

wrong even when the authority was removed.  It is hypothesized that 

recognizing moral transgressions is dependent upon recognition of a victim 

which is based on having an affective response of sadness in reaction to their 

harm.  This lack of affective response is individuals with VM-PFD is thought to 

be a reason why J.S. was not able to make the distinction. 

                                                 
179 Saver, J.L. and Damasio, A.R. (1991). Preserved access and processing of social 
knowledge in a patient with acquired sociopathy due to ventromedial frontal damage. 
Neuropsychologia. Vol. 29, 1241–1249. 
Bechara, A., Damasio, H. and Damasio, A.R. (2000). Emotion, decision-making and the 
orbitofrontal cortex. Cerebral Cortex. Vol. 10, 295–307.  
180 Blair, R.J.R. and Cipolotti, L. (200). Impaired social response reversal: A case of “acquired 
sociopathy.” Brain. Vol. 123, No.6, 1122-1141. 
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However, J.S. is able to recognize normative situations and when 

tested he demonstrated knowledge of moral and social rules.  Yet, when 

presented with the task of identifying when in hypothetical social situations the 

behavior of the protagonist is likely to result in anger or frustration to the other 

observers, J.S. was unable to reliably select such situations.  Hence, J.S. 

showed an impairment to demonstrate social knowledge when this knowledge 

was dependent on understanding the affective response of others.  However, 

this is likely not due to an impairment in theory of mind because J.S. was 

found capable of correctly attributing mental and emotional states to others.  

While J.S. did not participate in a similar task involving moral situations, one 

can imagine that if he did, that he would show similar difficulties as in the 

social situation task. 

 These studies present a mixed picture of abilities of individuals with 

acquired sociopathy to make moral judgments.  On the one hand, these 

individuals have cognitive knowledge of the moral rules and norms and can 

produce evidence of moral reasoning and correct moral judgments.  However, 

on the other hand, it is not clear that individuals with acquired sociopathy 

appreciate the difference between moral and social norms.  Nor is it clear that 

in light of their reduced affective response that they are able to correctly 

predict or understand how their actions will affect others in concrete situations.  
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This casts doubt on whether or not individuals with acquired sociopathy are 

reasons responsive to moral concepts. 

 Still even if it is granted that individuals with acquired sociopathy do 

have an adequate grasp of moral concepts, there is reason to doubt whether 

or not these individuals have moral motivation.  Individuals with VM-PFD 

appear to lack social motivation as evident by their crumbling social lives after 

the onset of the damage.  These individuals can identify good social decisions 

in the abstract, but are unable to put these decisions into effect in their daily 

lives.  Similarly, this can be considered true of these individuals with regard to 

moral motivation.  While individuals with VM-PFD do not typically have 

problems with immoral behavior this might more likely be as result of failing to 

be presented with making many moral decisions combined with a lack of 

motivation to engage in immoral behaviors.  Failing to have moral motivation is 

distinct from having the motivation to be immoral. 

 Roskies claims that patients with VM-PFD lack moral motivation based 

on their reduced SCRs as previously discussed. 181  She argues that SCRs are 

generally reliable indicators of motivation for action given that SCRs typically 

occur in cases in which action is consistent with judgment and are absent in 

cases in which patients fail to act in accord with their judgments.  Accordingly, 

Roskies takes a measurable SCR to be evidence of the presence of motivation 

                                                 
181 Roskies, Adina. (2003). Are ethical judgments intrinsically motivational? Lessons from 
“acquired sociopathy.” Philosophical Psychology. Vol.16, No.1, 51-66. 



 

 

267 

and the lack of an SCR to be indicative of the absence of motivation.  

Therefore, since SCRs are notably absent or reduced in individuals with VM-

PFD she concludes that these patients lack moral motivation. 

 However, there are two potential objections to Roskiesʼ argument.  One 

is that there have yet to be any studies conducted in which the SCRs of 

individuals with VM-PFD are measured while the individuals are directly 

engaged in making moral judgments.  The closest study is the one in which 

the participants view the pictures that involve social disaster, mutilation, and 

nudity.  Roskies describes these pictures as ethically valenced and argues 

that they should generate the moral emotions required for moral motivation.   

The second potential objection is Roskieʼs interpretation of SCRs as a 

measure of motivation.  While this is not unreasonable, it is at the same time 

not yet a standard method of measuring motivation.  SCRs are considered to 

be an indicator of a personʼs affective response to a stimulus.  However, the 

increasing way in which emotion is revealed to be essential for moral 

motivation as substantiated by the moral deficits suffered by those with 

emotion related impairments is suggestive of the idea that SCRs might be able 

to serve as a reliable proxy for measuring motivation based on the necessity of 

emotion for generating moral motivation.  

Acknowledgedly, more research on individuals with VM-PFD needs to 

be conducted in order to produce conclusive, incontrovertible evidence of their 
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moral capacities.  This might involve constructing new methods for measuring 

moral motivation or further demonstrating that SCRs can measure motivation.  

However, in the meantime until this empirical data is available, it appears that 

individuals with VM-PFD have a minimally impaired ability to make moral 

judgments and a more substantially impaired ability to be morally motivated.  

Accordingly, individuals with acquired sociopathy do not satisfy the necessary 

conditions for moral agency. 

5. Concluding Thoughts 

 In sum, I presented a general profile of individuals with psychopathy, 

autism, and acquired sociopathy as well looked specifically at the abilities of 

these individuals with respect to the moral domain.  I argued that none of 

these individuals adequately satisfies the criteria for moral agency.  The two 

necessary conditions for moral agency are the capacity for moral judgment 

and moral motivation.  The capacity for moral judgments requires an individual 

to understand the moral concepts.  The capacity for moral motivation requires 

an individual to have a moral concern.  Understanding moral concepts and 

developing a moral concern both appear to be dependent upon a personʼs 

affective capacities.  Individuals with psychopathy, autism, and acquired 

sociopathy all experience affective impairments.  In individuals with 

psychopathy this results in an inadequate understanding of moral concepts 

while in individuals with autism this results in the lack of development of moral 
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concern, and in individuals with acquired sociopathy this primarily results in an 

ability to generate moral motivation. 

In discussing these three different conditions the interdependent nature 

of a personʼs moral, social, and emotional capacities was readily apparent.  

The differing abilities of these individuals suggests that emotion is not 

necessary for possessing moral and social knowledge as embodied in rules 

and judgments.  Nor does emotion appear to be necessary for exhibiting 

behavior that is consistent with moral norms.  However, emotion does appear 

to be critical in bridging a gap in understanding in order to provide a 

motivational basis for why a person should show a distinctly moral concern for 

engaging in behaviors that exemplify moral norms. 

This suggests that emotion contributes to moral motivation in three 

primary ways.  One, having the capacity for affective responses that display a 

sensitivity to the welfare of others is critical to developing an understanding of 

moral concepts.  Without having an adequate grasp of moral concepts 

employed in moral judgments this leads to a lack of motivation to act in 

accordance with moral judgments.  Support for this claim comes from the 

discussion on individuals with psychopathy.  Two, feeling a moral concern 

requires the capacity to perceive and understand the emotional states of 

others in order to generate the moral emotions associated with providing a 

basis for moral motivation.  Support for this claim comes from the discussion 



 

 

270 

on individuals with autism.  Three, emotions represent a source of embodied 

knowledge that contributes toward helping persons select and act in 

accordance with moral decisions in their lives.  This embodied knowledge 

appears to motivate persons in ways that cognitive knowledge is not always 

able to.  Support for this claim comes from the discussion on individuals with 

acquired sociopathy. 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 




