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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Emotion research is a diverse field of interdisciplinary scholarship that has emerged
from the so called “emotional turn” in the sciences and humanities since the 1970s.
This turn brought with it a fresh interest in the nature of emotions and their vari-
ous roles in individual and social behaviour. Philosophers rediscovered the inten-
tionality of emotions as evaluative representations of objects that motivate the
subject of emotion to act in accordance with the emotional evaluation. Yet this
cognitive account that goes back to Ancient philosophy has been contested by feel-
ing theorists who draw their inspiration from David Hume and, even more so,
William James. In the meanwhile, psychologists studied, among other things, the
various components of emotion - facial expressions, appraisal processes, action
tendencies, physiological and hormonal changes, and subjective experiences — de-
bating the causal relations of these components and their contingent or necessary
role in human emotions and thus joining the philosophical debate on the cogni-
tive or noncognitive nature of emotions. In this debate, social psychologists and
sociologists have generally taken the former side as they have emphasized the in-
fluence of social processes, structures, and norms on the emotions of individuals
on the one hand, and the constitutive role of emotions in binding people to socio-
cultural structures and long-lasting relations — either amicable or antagonistic -
on the other hand. Neuroscientists joined the “emotional turn” only in the 1990s,
but they have compensated this later start with impressive findings on how the
brain processes and implements emotions. Finally, the findings of historians indi-
cate that the properties, functions, and mechanisms that other researchers have
ascribed to emotions are more or less timeless as there have been emotional re-
gimes and communities that set norms for emotions and their expression in past
societies as well.

In an important sense, the “emotional turn” has then been a matter of turning
the philosophical and scientific gaze to affective phenomena that have always been
there even if their research has been neglected until recently. Yet it seems obvious
that a concurrent multidisciplinary interest in emotions is not a coincidence but
manifests a long and extensive cultural transition in which emotions and other
affective phenomena have become more important to individuals; more cherished
and trusted in building and maintaining evaluative meanings and attitudes about
the self, the others, and the world. Love has replaced other arrangements as the
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ideal basis of marriage and family life, especially in Western culture but also else-
where through its global influence. Happiness, fun, excitement, enthusiasm, feel-
ings of togetherness and other rewarding affective experiences are also sought in
other domains of life, such as work, hobbies, social life, and other recreational ac-
tivities, both in the short and the long run. In this pursuit of happiness, we have
come to rely on therapies whose common denominator is the focus on emotions
and their regulation. The therapeutic narratives hold the promise of guiding the
clients of therapy from suffering caused by interrupted “self-realization” to more
“authentic” and “healthy” emotions. Yet by regarding emotions as something that
people must continuously manage and control in order to successfully navigate the
precarious social world of contemporary capitalism, therapies tend to end up re-
ducing the ideal of authenticity into conforming to existing social roles and their
situational norms of appropriateness, as the sociologist Eva Illouz observes in her
insightful study Saving the Modern Soul (2008). Accordingly, sociologists and phi-
losophers are pessimistic about the possibility of giving any plausible standards to
such ideals as emotional authenticity whose debased and truncated forms pervade
contemporary popular culture.

Even so, this pessimism is disturbing given that we live in a culture in which
individuals rely on their emotions in making significant choices about their lives
as well as in forming evaluative attitudes towards the world. The naive rhetoric of
authenticity should not blind us to the fact that authenticity is an influential cul-
tural ideal, whether or not we like this. Therefore, it may be more commendable
to follow the example of Charles Taylor who in his Ethics of Authenticity (1991)
took the ideal of authenticity seriously and proposed a robust philosophical ac-
count of authenticity in ethics as an alternative to simple subjectivism. In a like
manner, I believe that the therapeutic travesties of authenticity have not removed
the relevance of questions about the authenticity and appropriateness of emo-
tions, including the question about the nature of emotions as states that are ca-
pable of being evaluated in terms of authenticity or appropriateness in the first
place. These problems about the nature, authenticity, and appropriateness of emo-
tions associate with three meanings of “true” in the context of emotions: what
emotions really or truly are; what does it mean for an emotion to be true to the self;
and what does it mean for an emotion to be true to the world? — thus the seem-
ingly arrogant title of this book, True Emotions. All these problems are theoretical
but they have important ramifications beyond the scope of philosophical emotion
theory as I hope to show. This introductory chapter introduces the problems that
are associated with these three meanings of “true emotion” and motivates their
choice to the spotlight of this study, thereby laying out the synopsis for the rest of
the book.



Chapter 1. Introduction

What emotions truly are?

There is a wide agreement among emotion researchers, both empirical and philo-
sophical, that the function of emotions is to evaluate perceived changes in the en-
vironment for their significance to the subject’s concerns and to motivate adaptive
responding to the situation. Each emotion type serves this general function of
emotions in its own specific domain. Thus, the function of fear is to detect threats
and dangers to the subject and to motivate fight or flight in response to danger.
Likewise, the function of anger is to detect transgressions, offences, or slights
against the subject and to motivate revenge or retaliation - either actual or sym-
bolic — against the perpetrator. Or, the function of guilt is to detect one’s own
transgressions against others and to motivate submissive and apologizing behav-
iour towards the victim or victims. Moreover, emotion types are largely individu-
ated on the basis of those evaluations and behaviours - both expressive and
purposive - that they involve either on the basis of evolutionary hard-wiring or
cultural learning or, as is often the case, through a combination of the two, namely
culturally influenced evolutionary action readiness. Special-purpose mechanisms
that operate on logical processing of information can be built into robots as well.
However, robots cannot respond by ‘gut appraisals, nor can their evaluative states
be inherently affective in the same way as emotions. Feelings of emotion face both
inwards and outwards: they emerge from the body’s changing action readiness but
they can also infuse our intentional representations of particular objects in the
world in typical emotional experiences.

In spite of rapprochement in the big picture, emotion theorists still disagree
on the more precise nature of emotions. Paul Griffiths reinvigorated this debate
with his provocatively titled book What Emotions Really Are (1997). There he
claimed that emotions do not constitute a natural kind but fall into two or three
importantly dissimilar subtypes — evolutionarily primitive affect programmes,
cognitively complex emotions, and disclaimed actions (socially sustained
pretences)! - that have little in common with each other. The main problem is
that-the causal mechanisms of different types of emotion do not coincide, allow-
ing reliable projections of properties, functions, and explanatory principles from
individual instances to all responses that we call “emotions” in vernacular lan-
guage or even in science.

1. Griffiths introduces disclaimed actions as the third main type of emotion in his book What
Emotions Really Are. These are emotions experienced and enacted in transitory social roles that
are functional either for the individual or for society or both. In order to serve their functions,
these emotions are interpreted as passive and involuntary even if they did not exist without the
relevant social roles as James Averill (1982) remarks. Griffiths later focuses on the distinction be-
tween affect programs and complex emotions to which he possibly includes disclaimed actions.
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To illustrate, fear of a terrorist attack against one’s home town is significantly
dissimilar from fear of falling from a steep cliff. The former fear normally responds
to information about the extremely small likelihood of such an attack, whereas the
information that one is safe may not help to alleviate the latter fear when one is
standing on the edge of a cliff. Fear of falling from cliffs is a disposition that evolu-
tion has built into our biological constitution because this response helped our
ancestors to survive and reproduce while their less fearful contemporaries perished.
Even if all fears are sensitive to dangers, dangers may be dissimilar in different
cases, indicating that evolutionarily early and late fears have somewhat dissimilar
functions in our mental and behavioural economy. Moreover, the persistence of
evolutionarily early fears in spite of contrary information suggests that these emo-
tions operate on at least partially different neural pathways than culturally learned
fears in the human brain.

However, instead of closing the debate on the nature of emotions, Griffiths’
rejection of “emotion” as a plausible scientific category inspired a wave of new
theories that sought to bring emotions back into a single explanatory frame. As the
result of this development, disagreements between traditionally opposite ap-
proaches have become more sophisticated and subtle, which has contributed to a
rapprochement in emotion theory as all theories now must accommodate - in one
way or another - the intentional aboutness, affective phenomenology, evaluative
function, motivational force, and rational justifiability of human emotions. Even
so, it is important to emphasize that the rapprochement is limited to the set of
those properties of emotion that any plausible theory must explain. Different theo-
ries of emotion still diverge from each other in their ways of accommodating these
properties even if their disagreements are more difficult to detect behind a wide
consensus on the properties that require explanation. One such disagreement is
whether emotion involves cognition always, sometimes, or never. Cognitive theo-
ries of emotion are plausible only if human emotions always rather than merely
sometimes involve cognitions; mere causation or regulation by cognition is insuf-
ficient unless cognitions are also constituents of emotion, as Clore and Ortony
(2000) point out. Otherwise emotions are either noncognitive, or they divide be-
tween two main types, cognitive and noncognitive, as Griffiths argued.

Cognitive theories suggest that emotions are always cognitive because they
can serve their evaluative function only if they involve appraisals or evaluative
judgments of their particular objects in their content that can be explicated in
terms of conceptually structured propositional attitudes. Cognitivists emphasize
that the content of all emotions need not be constituted of concepts; otherwise the
theory could not accommodate such emotions as fear of flying that we feel in spite
of contrary evaluative judgments about the situation, or the emotions of pre-
linguistic infants and higher animals who do not possess semantic concepts in the



Chapter 1. Introduction

first place.? However, cognitivists maintain that the content of emotion is never-
theless conceptually explicable even in those cases where it is not constituted of
concepts (Nussbaum, 2001; Roberts, 2003).

In contrast, noncognitive theories deny that emotions must involve concepts
in order to serve their evaluative function. Ascribing concepts to all human emo-
tions is metaphorical at best and misleading at worst. Cognitive appraisals may
contingently elicit and regulate emotions but they are never constituents of emo-
tion. Moreover, the content of emotion can be explicated in functional terms that
emphasize a reliable causal co-occurrence between emotions and those things -
dangers, losses, offences, and so on - that emotions represent in their content
(Prinz, 2004). Or the content of emotion is nonconceptual, constituted of fast,
automatic, and highly modular appraisals that occur at a subpersonal and subdox-
astic level of information processing which is distinct from cognition proper
(Robinson, 2005).

In order to adjudicate the dispute about the role of cognition in emotion, we
must clarify what we mean by cognition. A well-known debate in the 1980s be-
tween psychologists Robert Zajonc (1923-2008) and Richard Lazarus (1922-2002)
addressed this question (for a review, see Schorr, 2001). In his studies on sublimi-
nal perception, Zajonc (1980) found that we can form likings and aversions to
objects on the basis of mere exposure to them, without conscious awareness of
exposure and recognition of the object. This phenomenon is known as “the mere
exposure effect”. From these empirical results Zajonc concluded that feeling pre-
cedes cognition, or, “preferences need no inferences” Moreover, Zajonc claimed
that affect constitutes an information processing system that is functionally and
neuroanatomically independent from conscious thinking as there are separate
brain structures, neural pathways, and neurotransmitters for cognition and affect.
This neurophysiological evidence explains why emotions can be recalcitrant and
outlast changes of beliefs and appraisals.

Lazarus (1982, 1984) admitted Zajonc’s empirical points but maintained that
they do not undermine appraisal theory if we understand the notion of cognition
in a broad sense. Thus he argued that in emotion, cognition always mediates the
relationship between person and environment. Information processing cannot

2. Here and in what follows, “concept” is understood as referring to semantic, linguistic con-
cepts. I acknowledge that it is possible to ascribe psychological categories that functionally re-
semble concepts in mediating distinct behavioural responses to equally distinct perceived
events to even nonlinguistic animals. In the Representational Theory of Mind, such categories
are conventionally called “concepts”. However, I believe that it is useful to distinguish concepts
of this kind from semantic concepts as there are logical differences between the two. I will re-
turn to this topic in the next chapter when discussing differences between conceptual and non-
conceptual content.
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constitute relational meaning without some kind of evaluation of the information
for its relevance to the subject’s well-being. However, cognitive activity in apprais-
al does not imply deliberate reflection, rationality, or awareness. Moreover, Lazarus
argued that mere feelings and preferences created through exposure effect are not
yet emotions. Nevertheless, all processes of meaning generation are cognitive. An
appraisal may operate at different levels of complexity, from the most primitive
and inborn to the most symbolic and experience-based. Therefore, cognitive ap-
praisal is always involved in emotion, even in creatures phylogenetically more
primitive than humans.

The debate resolved in a consensus that the proper question concerns the cor-
rect definition of cognition, as Leventhal and Scherer (1987) pointed out. If cogni-
tion requires conscious reflection and thought, as Zajonc proposed, all emotions
clearly do not require cognitive mental states as their necessary causes or constitu-
ents. Yet if every kind of receiving and processing information for its significance
to the subject’s concerns counts as cognition, as Lazarus suggested, all emotions
come out as cognitive. Zajonc (1984) rejected the latter view of cognition as overly
inclusive, because it blurs distinctions between cognition, perception, and sensa-
tion. However, no significant progress from these positions on cognition has taken
place in emotion theory since the days of the Zajonc-Lazarus debate. Instead, a
new dividing line between cognitive and noncognitive theories of emotion has
emerged regarding their preferred views of cognition. Cognitive theorists of emo-
tion typically favour broad functional accounts of cognition, whereas noncogni-
tive theorists prefer narrow neuroanatomical, mechanism- or code-based accounts,
or several of them (Moors, 2007). Thus, Martha Nussbaum (2001, p. 129) defends
“a multifaceted notion of cognitive interpretation or seeing-as, accompanied by a
flexible notion of intentionality that allows us to ascribe to a creature more or less
precise, vaguer or more demarcated, ways of intending an object and marking it as
salient” In contrast, Jesse Prinz (2004, p. 46) argues that “a cognitive act is an act
of generating a thought under top-down control” These characterizations of cog-
nition by leading representatives of cognitive and noncognitive theories of emo-
tion in philosophy display no headway from the respective positions of Lazarus
and Zajonc.

In this situation, it would be convenient to embrace and defend one account of
cognition and examine whether or not emotions come out as cognitive or noncog-
nitive from that perspective. Indeed, this straightforward strategy has been popu-
lar both among philosophers and affective scientists. Unfortunately, it is not a very
informative strategy because the different concepts of cognition operate at differ-
ent levels of analysis, as Agnes Moors (2007) remarks in her useful taxonomy and
review of definitions of cognition. It shows that arguments for cognitive or non-
cognitive views of cognition at one level do not solve the question once and for all
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at other levels of analysis. Individual authors typically downplay this problem by
resorting to their favourite conception of cognition. Yet the fact that these concep-
tions operate at different levels of analysis reduces the force and appeal of this ar-
gumentative strategy.

Therefore, I suggest that we must confront and answer the question about the
role of cognition in emotion at different levels of analysis. Following David Marr’s
(1982) classic analysis of vision that Moors utilizes in her taxonomy as well, the
relevant levels of analysis are functional, algorithmic, and implementational. Of
these three levels, the first and the second are relevant from a philosophical point
of view. At the first level, the question is whether or not the process that leads from
the intake of perceptual or conceptual information to the triggering of an emo-
tional response always involves cognition. At the second level, the mechanisms
and forms of representation involved in the processing of input into output come
under focus. Examples of mechanisms are rule-based and associative processes,
whereas forms of representation include conceptual and nonconceptual represen-
tations. The third level of analysis concerns the physiological and neural imple-
mentation of emotional processes in the brain. Accordingly, this level of analysis
belongs to the domains of biological psychology and affective neuroscience.

In what follows, I shall focus on the role of cognition at the first two levels of
analysis, functional and algorithmic, that already on disciplinary grounds belong
to philosophical and psychological theorizing on emotions. Empirical evidence on
the implementation of emotions in the human brain and elsewhere in the body is
obviously important as well. Therefore, I include discussion on the neurophysiol-
ogy of emotions in some sections to support my discussion at the other levels of
analysis. Even so, questions about the role of cognition in emotion can never be
solved by studying merely the brain. The basic reason is that we cannot identify the
phenomena whose implementation in the brain we should study without refer-
ence to our experience. Indeed, an initial identification of “emotion” on the basis
of phenomenological and conceptual investigation must precede any empirical
study of emotion because otherwise we would not know what to study and how to
demarcate “emotion” from other mental and bodily states with which it mixes and
mingles all the time. Moreover, we cannot drop phenomenological and concep-
tual research even after emotion has been tentatively identified, because emotions
are not purely physiological phenomena whose study could be handed over to
natural science in the same way as the study of chemical substances. Instead, emo-
tions have features such as experience and intentionality, a place in complex webs
of meaning, and susceptibility to rational standards of warrant that resist scientific
treatment (Roberts, 2003; Déring, 2007). For all these reasons, I discuss cognition
in emotion at the level of implementation only in connection with the other two
levels of analysis in Chapter 2.
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However, this examination can only provide us with a typology of those rep-
resentations and processes that figure in human emotions. Depending on one’s
preferred theory, emotions may last from seconds to minutes or even days. Few
jokes amuse us longer than a few seconds, whereas grief at the loss of a significant
other may last for weeks or months, even years. Time is an important factor be-
cause the longer emotions last, the more obviously they involve many types of
representations and processes that interact with each other in producing and rein-
forcing emotions. Thus if emotions typically last from 0.5 to 4 seconds as affect
programme theorists such as Richard Levenson (1988) suggest, appraisals are ca-
pable of serving as mere triggers of highly stereotypic emotional responses. Instead,
if emotions are taken to last longer, from seconds to minutes or hours, appraisal
can be understood as a process that constantly updates information about the
emotion-eliciting situation in relation to one’s active goals as well as to feedback
from the body and the world, modifying the emotional response accordingly. The
theoretical question is where to draw the line between an emotion and its regula-
tion and where does cognition fit in in this divide.

Emotion regulation is a process that extends beyond the generation of an
emotional response and continues until its termination (Gross, 1998). This means
that processes of emotion generation and emotion regulation overlap and inter-
twine during an emotion. Different theoretical approaches disagree on whether
generation and regulation should be conceptualized as separate processes or as
complementary aspects of a single process of emotion. Thus noncognitive theories
prefer to define emotion in terms of processes and representations that figure in
emotion generation, whereas cognitive theories maintain that generative and reg-
ulatory processes intertwine, giving all post-infantile human emotions a cognitive
imprint (Gross & Barrett, 2011). Even so, the role of regulation in emotion has not
been problematized in theoretical debates between noncognitive and cognitive
theories on the nature of emotions (with the exception of Robinson, 2005). This is
unfortunate because empirical research can offer evidence which helps us to adju-
dicate which approach - the narrow noncognitive or the broad cognitive - to the
role of regulatory processes in emotion is correct. This question on the role of
cognition in the dynamics of emotion will occupy me in Chapter 3.

What is emotional authenticity?

The second main theme of the book is emotional authenticity. Authenticity is an
elusive ideal. “To thine own self be true”, advised Polonius his son Laertes in Ham-
let. Yet it is not obvious what it means to be true to one’s self. On the one hand,
emotions are promising candidates for providing a standard of our true self as they



