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Affect ,  emotion ,  an d othe r  cognitiv e curiositie s 

George Handler 
Universit y o f  California ,  Da n Dieg o 

The lure of phenomenocentrism. During the past 
centur y -  a t  leas t  sinc e Darwin ,  Mar x an d Freu d -  ou r 
concep t  o f  realit y ha s undergon e change s tha t  hav e 
been particularl y apparen t  i n th e cognitiv e sciences . 
A dominan t  sympto m ha s bee n th e shar p swin g o f  atti -
tude s towar d th e apparen t  an d convincin g realit y o f 
phenomenal  experience .  I t  i s  practicall y impossibl e 
not  t o b e overwhelme d b v th e immediac y o f  huma n 
experience .  Philosopher s hav e tende d t o accep t  it s 
primac y throug h th e age s an d man y cognitiv e scientist s 
stil l  do .  We hav e overcom e th e peril s  o f  ethnocen -
tris m an d o f  anthropocentrism ;  w e believ e n o longe r 
tha t  eithe r  ou r  socia l  value s o r  humankin d ar e th e 
touchstone s o f  socia l  organizatio n o r  th e measur e o f 
anima l  behavior .  Bu t  w e ar e stil l  phenomenocentric ; 
we accep t  a s basi c th e surfac e experience s tha t  w e 
see m t o shar e wit h ou r  fello w featherles s bipeds . 
Phenomenocentris m ha s bee n abandone d i n som e corner s 
of  cognitiv e science ;  bu t  man y psychologists ,  philoso -
pher s an d A I  practitioner s see m t o hol d stoutl y t o th e 
dogn a tha t  common h'jma n experienc e provide s th e basi c 
buildin g block s o f  cognition .  I  wan t  t o argu e tha t 
thi s kin d o f  commitmen t  t o surfac e structur e a s th e 
psychologicall v "real "  prevent s progres s and ,  i n par -
ticular ,  ha s barre d u s fro m an y reasonabl e understand -
in g o f  huma n emotion .  An y satisfactor y comprehensio n 
of  th e structure s an d processe s tha t  generat e affec t 
and emotio n require s th e postulatlo n o f  dee p struc -
tjre ,  a  willingnes s t o g o "beyon d phenomenology. " 

It Is the case, of course, that the common 
experienc e ou r  phenomena l  worl d -  doe s provid e th e 
majo r  insight s tha t  hav e le d u s t o determin e th e 
importan t  problem s an d som e o f  th e answer s aboj t  huma n 
cognition .  Psycholog y ha s faile d whe n i t  ha s Ignore d 
thes e insights .  Bu t  th e importanc e o f  common experi -
ence ,  languag e an d understandin g I n th e contex t  o f 
discover y mus t  no t  colo r  th e nee d t o g o beyon d 
phenomenolog y an d fol k experienc e whe n w e tr y t o 
understan d th e processes ,  structure s an d mechanism s 
tha t  determine ,  generat e an d construc t  tha t  experi -
ence . 

There are two glaring examples of phenomenocen-
tris m I n th e field s o f  affec t  an d emotion .  Th e first , 
popula r  throug h th e age s an d exemplifie d b y Charle s 
Darwi n an d hi s descendants ,  postulate s th e categorie s 
of  emotio n take n fro m th e natura l  languag e a s th e 
fundamenta l  buildin g block s o f  huma n (an d lower )  emo -
tiona l  life .  I t  I s  a  positio n tha t  searche s fo r  th e 
effect s o f  jnanalyze d emotions ,  posit s a  limite d se t 
of  suc h fjindamenta l  emotions ,  an d eve n seek s thei r 
locu s i n variou s corner s o f  th e huma n brain .  I t  ha s 
variousl y reifie d suc h nicel y vagu e concept s a s fear , 
love ,  anxiety ,  joy ,  lust ,  dread ,  an d s o forth ,  an d s o 
forth . 

The other position, beloved of poets and some 
socia l  psychologists ,  posit s th e prlmac v an d noncogni -
tlv e (i.e. ,  knowledg e Independent )  natur e o f  affectiv e 
experience .  It s advocate s asser t  tha t  feeling s an d 
affect s occu r  prio r  t o th e registratio n and/o r  experi -
enc e o f  othe r  aspect s o f  huma n experience ,  an d partic -
ula r  prio r  t o "cognitive "  events . 

Emotion and the categories of natural language. 
A concer n tha t  I s relate d t o phenomenocentris m and , 
lik e It ,  a  hangove r  fro m th e '9t h centar v i s exempli -
fie d I n th e penchan t  t o tak e seriousl y th e Implici t 
clai m tha t  som e natura l  languag e categories ,  defin e a 

Copyrigh t  0  '98 '  Georg e Mandle r 

wel l  bounded ,  precis e se t  o f  phenomena .  Elnotio n i s 
one o f  thes e categories .  T o as k "wha t  i s (an )  emo -
tion? "  -  a s Willia m Jame s di d an d a s som e cognitiv e 
scientist s stil l  d o -  assume s tha t  th e vaguenes s an d 
redundanc y o f  natura l  languag e i s suspendable . 
Categorie s lik e emotio n (jus t  a s intelligence ,  jus -
tice ,  equity ,  learning ,  aggression ,  etc .  etc. )  hav e a n 
evolutionar y histor y an d curren t  functio n tha t  d o no t 
suppor t  th e weigh t  o f  explanator y systems .  The y are 
useful ,  an d hav e developed ,  a s communicativ e device s 
i n natura l  discourse .  Th e analyse s o f  thes e function s 
i s a n importan t  enterpris e (usuall y engage d i n b y ou r 
philosophica l  brethren) .  However ,  the y fal l  fa r  shor t 
of  definitiona l  device s a s a  firs t  ste p towar d satis -
factor y explanatory !  y  an d theoretica l  ends .  A t  leas t 
one ca n sa y tha t  t o dat e attempt s t o develo p satisfac -
tory ,  exhaustive ,  an d scientificall y usefu l  defini -
tion s (muc h les s explanations )  o f  "iWOTION "  hav e 
failed . 

Again, having inveighed against natural language 
categories ,  I  tur n t o the m a s a  startin g point .  Th e 
categorie s o f  ou r  common experienc e are ,  o f  course , 
collection s o f  event s (o r  objects )  tha t  d o hav e a 
vagu e common core .  Tha t  common cor e I s -  a s i n th e 
cas e o f  th e phenomena l  experience s a n indispenslbl e 
startin g poin t  fo r  seriou s investigation .  I n th e cas e 
of  affec t  an d emotion ,  ther e are  apparentl y tw o 
aspect s tha t  characteriz e th e collection .  Dic -
tionarie s tel l  u s tha t  emotion s refe r  t o "vehement , 
excite d menta l  states, "  tha t  the y involv e "agitation , 
disturbanc e o f  mind ,  feeling ,  passion. "  Affect s ar e 
menta l  state s tha t  involv e "desires ,  intentions, "  an d 
"inwar d dispositions "  an d "intent. "  Durin g it s earl y 
history ,  an d t o som e exten t  i n it s moder n usage ,  th e 
ter m "affect "  als o invoke d th e sam e kin d o f  physica l 
referen t  tha t  th e emotion s do .  What  th e common con -
cept s o f  emotio n an d affec t  see m t o hav e i n common i s 
a stat e o f  phvsi (  ologi )  ca l  excitatio n o r  arousal . 
What apparentl y differentiate s th e variou s affect s o r 
emotion s ar e desires ,  intentions ,  an d values . 

Looking for femotion's deep structure. If we now 
tur n t o th e proble m o f  arrivin g a t  a  progra m o f  theor y 
or  research ,  w e nee d t o postulat e a  syste m tha t  con -
struct s o r  generate s som e subse t  o f  thes e emotiona l 
phenomena.  I  shal l  defen d on e versio n o f  suc h a 
theory ,  bu t  th e mai n thrus t  o f  mv argumen t  i s tha t 
some kin d o f  theor y (dee p structure )  need s t o b e 
develope d tha t  generate s so-calle d emotiona l  behavio r 
and experience .  Psychologist s hav e variousl y 
emphasize d th e agitation/arousa l  dimensio n o r  th e 
intention/valu e aspect .  Mos t  o f  th e th e paper s a t 
thi s symposiu m addres s th e latte r  problem ,  i.e. ,  th e 
specificatio n o f  th e cognitiv e structur e o f  emotions . 
I  shal l  outlin e a  poin t  o f  vie w whic h i s equall y con -
cerne d wit h th e arousa l  an d evaluativ e aspect s o f  th e 
generativ e system ,  thoug h I  d o no t  g o int o th e kind s 
of  detail s tha t  th e cognitiv e component s require ,  an d 
tha t  ar e exemplifie d b y th e othe r  paper s o f  th e sympo -
sium . 
A point of view. My concern is specifically with 
th e consciou s experienc e o f  emotion .  A s a  conse -
quence ,  I  hav e bee n concerne d recentl y wit h th e con -
structio n o f  consciou s experienc e i n general .  Ther e 
hav e bee n a  n'umbe r  o f  recen t  suggestions ,  notabl y b y 
A.J .  Marce l  (198') ,  tha t  stres s th e constructiv e 
natur e o f  consciousness ,  suc h tha t  a  particula r  cons -
ciou s stat e I s see n a s constructe d ou t  o f  tw o o r  mor e 
activate d schema s tha t  produc e a  phenomena l  unit y tha t 
apparentl y conform s t o th e Intention s o f  th e indivi -
dua l  an d th e reqjlrement s o f  th e tas k an d situation . 
The constructiv e approac h t o consciousnes s I s ideall y 
suite d t o accommodat e th e notio n tha t  consciou s 
experienc e o f  emotion  concatenate s bot h evaluativ e 
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cognition s an d autonomi c arousal .  Thus ,  th e phenome -
nal  emotiona l  experienc e i s no t  som e additiv e resul t 
of  arousa l  an d evaluation ,  bu t  rathe r  th e scheraa s 
activate d b y arousa l  an d evaluatio n ar e use d i n con -
structin g th e phenomenall y unifie d emotiona l  experi -
ence .  It s intensit y wil l  indee d b e relate d t o th e 
degre e o f  arousa l  an d it s specifi c  qualit y wil l  depen d 
on a  comple x evaluativ e cognitiv e event ,  bu t  th e tw o 
ingredient s ar e experience d a s a  singl e emotion ,  jus t 
as eggs ,  milk ,  an d suga r  ma y b e experience d a s cus -
tard .  Thi s approac h als o accommodate s th e fac t  tha t 
ther e exis t  experience s o f  "cold "  emotions ,  o f  evalua -
tiv e cognition s withou t  arousal ,  an d o f  unemotiona l 
arousal ,  o f  autoncmi c arousa l  withou t  th e cognition s 
tha t  provid e emotiona l  qualities . 

The arousal component of emotional experience can 
be ascribe d primaril y t o periphera l  autonomi c nervou s 
syste m (ANS )  activity .  Wherea s ther e i s som e evidenc e 
tha t  wha t  i s mos t  efficientl y registere d i s som e gen -
era l  leve l  o f  AN S activit y (hear t  rate ,  bloo d pres -
sure ,  gastri c motilit y  etc) ,  w e als o kno w tha t  ther e 
ar e larg e individua l  difference s i n th e patternin g o f 
th e variou s autonomi c indicators .  I t  mav wel l  b e th e 
cas e tha t  registratio n o f  periphera l  arousa l  will ,  i n 
th e individ'ua l  case ,  b e governe d b y differen t  pattern s 
and may ,  i n som e cases ,  b e drive n b y a  singl e channe l 
(suc h a s hear t  rat e activity) .  Fo r  th e present ,  th e 
sufficien t  an d necessar y condition s fo r  th e occurrenc e 
of  autonomi c arousa l  ar e no t  adequatel y known .  T o a 
larg e exten t  w e stil l  rel y o n list s o f  "elicitors " 
whic h ar e o f  varyin g degre e o f  utilit y  (e.g. ,  tissu e 
injury ,  stress ,  surprise ,  threat ,  emergenc y reaction , 
etc .  etc.) .  I  hav e suggeste d tha t  th e interruptio n o f 
ongoin g action ,  th e discrepanc y betwee n expectatio n 
and evidence ,  an d simila r  instance s o f  incongruit y 
betwee n organisms '  scheme s an d th e evidenc e fro m th e 
environment ,  ar e responsibl e fo r  a  larg e subse t  o f  th e 
occurrence s o f  AN S arousal .  Suc h a  hypothesi s no t 
onl y i s consisten t  wit h th e homeostati c vie w o f  th e 
ANS,  bu t  als o respond s t o adaptive ,  evolutionar y func -
tion s o f  th e autonomi c syste m i n general .  Wheneve r  a n 
expectatio n i s violate d o r  a  pla n kep t  fro m bein g car -
rie d ou t  (eithe r  i n thoijgh t  o r  action )  a n interruptio n 
(discrepancy )  occur s whic h lead s t o AN S arousal .  I t 
i s  importan t  t o not e tha t  pleasan t  a s wel l  a s 
unpleasan t  experience s ar e capture d b v thi s approac h -
'unexpected ,  desirabl e event s generat e arousa l  jus t  a s 
unexpected ,  noxiou s events . 
What is the natare of evaluative cognitions? In 
th e firs t  place ,  I  sugges t  tha t  ther e ar e thre e 
so'orce s o f  valu e tha t  influenc e th e qualit y o f  a n emo -
tiona l  experience .  Ou r  evaluation s ma y b e base d o n 
innate ,  prewire d value s -  suc h a s th e preferenc e fo r 
certai n temperatur e ranges ,  th e avoidanc e o f  loomin g 
objects ,  th e preferenc e fo r  swee t  ove r  bitte r  tastes ; 
or  ou r  value s ma y b e culturall y predicate d -  w e ar e 
"told "  wha t  i s edible ,  lovable ,  drinkable ,  withou t 
eve r  havin g ha d direc t  interaction s wit h th e object s 
i n questio n tha t  woul d direc t  ou r  values ;  an d finall y 
we ma y mak e valuativ e judgment s tha t  ar e determine d b v 
th e structar e o f  th e value d even t  -  o r  rathe r  w e bas e 
our  jud^en t  o n som e compariso n betwee n th e even t  an d 
some existin g schema .  I t  i s  th e latte r  whic h I  fin d 
most  challenging ;  wha t  ar e th e structure s tha t  deter -
min e judgment s o f  beauty ,  ugliness ,  preferenc e o r 
rejection ,  an d whic h i n tur n determin e emotion s o f  jo y 
and disgust ,  likin g an d disliking ? Ther e ha s bee n 
some reasonabl e amoun t  o f  wor k don e o n suc h staple s a s 
anxiety ,  fear ,  an d grief ,  bu t  muc h analysi s i s stil l 
t o com e -  som e o f  i t  presente d a t  thi s symposium.  I 
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hav e take n on e ste p i n tha t  directio n i n tryin g t o 
sho w ho w on e o f  th e mor e primitiv e evaluativ e judg -
ment ,  tha t  o f  preferenc e arisin g ou t  o f  th e sens e o f 
familiarity ,  i s  relate d t o th e oongruit y betwee n 
expectation s (schemas )  an d evidenc e i n th e world . 

In general, though, I would argue that much of 
th e valuativ e cognition s tha t  contribut e t o emotiona l 
qualit y dea l  wit h th e interna l  structur e o f  event s 
rathe r  tha n wit h th e presenc e o r  absenc e o f  feature s 
or  attributes .  Thus ,  th e sens e o f  los s tha t  lead s t o 
grie f  deal s wit h relationship s an d no t  wit h th e 
specifi c  characteristic s o f  th e los t  person .  Simi -
larl y beaut y an d uglines s dea l  wit h structura l  rela -
tionships ,  a s d o th e cognition s tha t  underli e jealous y 
and eve n fear .  Tha t  practicall y canoni c emotio n -
anxiet y -  apparentl y ha s a  cognitiv e basi s i n th e per -
ceive d absenc e o f  structure ,  no t  i n an y definabl e 
featur e o f  th e anxiet y arousin g situations . 

Emotion and cognitive science. In contrast to 
certai n speculation s t o th e contrar y (e.g. ,  Zajonc , 
1980) ,  thes e argument s sugges t  tha t  evaluativ e cogni -
tion s (preferences ,  likings ,  aversion s etc. )  ar e rela -
tivel y comple x cognitiv e events ,  certainl y involvin g 
more processin g tha n simpl e definitiona l  o r  featura l 
judgments .  We hav e recentl y collecte d som e dat a tha t 
suppor t  thi s argument ;  simpl e impressionisti c 
judgment s o f  likin g (th e simples t  evaluativ e judgment ) 
ar e slowe r  tha n simpl e categorica l  jud^nents ,  wit h th e 
effec t  becomin g rathe r  larg e fo r  familia r  objects . 
Thus i t  take s longe r  t o proces s th e informatio n neede d 
fo r  simpl e val'uatio n tha n fo r  simpl e categorization , 
exactl y wha t  w e woul d expec t  i f  th e forme r  involve s 
processin g o f  interna l  structura l  relationships ,  whil e 
categorizatio n ma y procee d o n mor e simpl e 
presence/absenc e judgment s abou t  feature s o r  attri -
b utes . 

The argument that affect or emotion is prior to 
or  independen t  o f  cognition s frequentl y appeal s t o th e 
phenomenal  evidenc e tha t  w e ar e ofte n consciou s o f 
valuation s befor e w e ar e awar e o f  th e detail s o f  th e 
even t  tha t  i s  bein g valued .  Eve n i f  thi s particula r 
kin d o f  phenomenocentri c assertio n i s confirme d b y 
some futur e analyses ,  i t  doe s no t  sa y anythin g abou t 
cognitio n an d affect ,  bu t  i t  doe s addres s th e natur e 
of  consciousnes s an d th e kind s o f  consciou s construc -
tion s involve d i n affec t  an d i n othe r  kind s o f  experi -
ences .  Tha t  analysi s i s beyon d th e scop e o f  thi s 
presentation . 

Cognitive scientists have, often for good reason, 
been accuse d o f  bein g scientifi c  imperialists .  Th e 
ol d divisio n o f  th e worl d int o cognition ,  conation , 
and wil l  ha s bee n destroye d b y raidin g partie s tha t 
hav e penetrate d dee p int o (undefended )  territor y pre -
viousl y considere d noncognitive .  T o th e exten t  tha t 
suc h aggressio n ha s bee n justified ,  i t  ha s bee n base d 
onl y i n par t  o n th e clai m tha t  al l  o f  experienc e an d 
behavio r  deal s wit h knowledge .  Mor e importan t  may hav e 
been th e fac t  tha t  th e ne w theory-ric h cognitiv e sci -
enc e ha s bee n willin g t o tak e o n al l  kind s o f  problem s 
i n term s o f  a n informatio n processin g organis m (ani -
mate o r  otherwise) .  Fo r  th e tim e being ,  I  hav e lef t 
asid e th e "cognitive "  natur e o f  autonomi c arousal . 
However ,  i n th e spiri t  o f  cognitiv e imperialis m on e 
shoul d b e concerne d wit h th e kin d o f  structura l 
representation s tha t  woul d b e usefu l  theoreticall y an d 
tha t  woul d lea d t o a  bette r  understandin g o f  th e ini -
tiation ,  perception ,  an d consciou s constructio n o f 
periphera l  autonomi c arousal .  Th e neuroscience s ar e 



charte r  member s o f  th e cognitiv e scien:es ;  mayb e I t  l a 
tijr. e t o tel l  th e periphera l  physiologist s t o loo k t o 
thei r  borders . 
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