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Psy 531  Affects and Emotions

Discussion Guide for first class session, January 30

Conceptions and Components.  We’ll first consider what affects and emotions are, in part because we’ll need to adopt a common set of working labels.

Assigned reading

Nettle Introduction and Chapter 1 (Comfort and joy)

ESR, Chapter 1 (Emotion’s place in the social world)

Some opening comments:

When beginning to study emotions, one immediately becomes aware that a great deal of effort is expended trying to determine what emotions are.  Reasons for this effort include:

1. There is a deep-seated, folk psychological intuition that emotions are primarily “feelings” or subjective experiences, i.e., intraindividual events that resist, even possibly lose their substance in response to, attempts to index them by or translate them into the metrics of science.  Accessing subjective experience relies primarily on introspection and self-report, sources of information distrusted by most academic psychologists during much of the 20h century.  An embedded definitional disagreement concerns whether we are aware of all, or even most of, our emotions.  During the past 20 years, psychology has rediscovered the unconscious, and many researchers claim that the bulk of psychological phenomena are not normally accessible to awareness.

2.  A second deep-seated intuition is that emotions are “irrational” in essence, reinforcing the skepticism that they can yield to systematic exploration by the “rational” mind or the logical processes of science.  Added to the difficulties described above, this intuition has de-emphasized research designed to characterize and measure emotions per se in favor of research that characterizes and measures the effects of emotions on other, measurable behaviors.1   Indeed, some specifically argue that the study of emotions is best approached by discovering what emotions are for, an inherently functional analysis reinforced by the surge in popularity of evolutionary arguments. 

3. In the current cognition-dominated (information-processing) ethos of empirical psychology, attempts to distinguish emotions from cognitions, or to clarify the differences between emotions and other cognitions, are prevalent. 

4. Some philosophers and empirical psychologists have begun to suspect that the concept “emotion” encompasses too many divergent phenomena to be useful.  If, 

1 My formerly behaviorist colleagues are smiling at this comment, requesting that I make note of their position that self-reports are also behaviors.

for example, the concept includes phenomena of which we are and are not aware, phenomena that could be considered primarily cognitive and others that seem to differ in important ways from “cognitions in general,” and phenomena that appear to serve substantially different functions in psychological space, perhaps conceptual revision is in order.

5. Finally, the relatively recent resurgence of interest in emotions within academic (empirical) psychology arguably has been due to the development of neuroimaging techniques that promise to provide a “direct” window onto psychological processes.  As is the case for all investigations of the physiological basis or manifestations of “X,” however, these studies are only as good as the way in which “X” is instantiated in the study, revitalizing the issues described above.

Here are some definitions for our consideration: 

Affect:  

The superordinate category label, i.e., the descriptor to use when you mean core affect, mood, emotion, or are unsure which you want to reference.

Core affect, mood
At the heart of emotion, mood, and any other emotionally charged event are states experienced as simply feeling good or bad, energized or enervated.  These states – called core affect – influence reflexes, perception, cognition, and behavior and are influenced by many causes internal and external, but people have no direct access to these causal connections.  Core affect can therefore be experienced as free-floating (mood) or can be attributed to some cause (and thereby begin an emotion episode).

Russell, J.A. (2003).  Psychological Review, 110(1), p. 145.

Emotion or emotion episode:

These two quotes represent the “modal” view held by psychologists:

We define emotions as episodic, relatively short-term, biologically-based patterns of perception, experience, physiology, action, and communication that occur in response

to specific physical and social challenges and opportunities.  Emotions involve more flexible interpretations and responses than reflexes. . .have more specific intentional objects than moods. . .and typically are shorter in duration as well.  Whereas the primary goal of drives. . .seems to be to regulate the internal operating conditions of the organism, emotions regulate the individual’s relation to the external environment.

Keltner, D. & Gross, J.J. (1999). Functional accounts of emotions, Cognition & Emotion, 13(5), p. 468.

Emotions are short-lived psychological-physiological phenomena that represent efficient modes of adaptation to changing environmental demands.  Psychologically, emotions alter attention, shift certain behaviors upward in response hierarchies, and activate relevant associative networks in memory.  Physiologically, emotions rapidly organize the responses of disparate biological systems including facial expression, somatic muscular tonus, voice tone, autonomic nervous system activity, and endocrine activity to produce a bodily milieu that is optimal for effective response.  Emotions serve to establish our position vis-à-vis our environment . . . Emotions also serve as a repository for innate and learned influences, possessing certain invariant features, and others that show considerable variation across individuals, groups, and cultures.

Levenson, R.W. (1994).  Human emotions: A functional view.  In P. Ekman & R.J. Davison (Eds), The nature of emotion: Fundamental questions, NY: Oxford University Press, p. 123.

We will read the paper (on Feb 13) from which the following controversial quote is taken:

Emotions exist, but only as experiences . . . the experience of emotion results from conceptualizing a very basic form of affective responding [core affect] during the act of categorization, where the categorization of affect is guided by knowledge about emotion that is acquired from previous experience, tailored to the immediate situation, and designed for action.  Categorizing affect puts a person into a state that corresponds with the colloquial idea of “having an emotion.”

Feldman Barrett, L. (2006).  Solving the emotion paradox: categorization and the experience of emotion, Personality & Social Psychology Review, 10(1),  p. 27, p. 21.
Finally, here are some fast and loose definitions that may help you, especially if this is your first exposure to empirical psychology:


Appraisal – an assessment of meaning or value

Cognitive – psychological processes that involve discrete transformations, information processing, reasoning.  Sometimes used in opposition to “affective,” but as we’ll see, affects rely on appraisal processes that are usually designated as “cognitive” and some now hold that all cognitive processes are influenced by affect.  That said, there is a distinction that most believe worth keeping.

Conscious/explicit processes – contents of the mind of which one is or can easily become aware, often indicated by an ability to verbalize.  Some hold that we can only be aware (conscious) of the results of processes (i.e., their objects) but not of the processes themselves.  In this understanding, explicit processes occur in response to cues or instructions or influences of which we are or can become conscious/aware.

Subjective – we’ll preferentially use the term to refer to “things that exist in the mind; belonging to the thinking subject rather than to the object of thought” (from dictionary.com).  Sometimes, it will also refer to anything exhibiting the influence of individual differences.
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Suggestions for reading:

I suggest reading the Nettle chapter first.  It is a more entertaining read, and it includes several points that I’d like to be sure we cover in this opening discussion, namely:

(1) The dimensions Nettle lists to differentiate the “levels” of happiness (Fig 1.2).

(2) The differences between positive and negative emotions.  In particular, note that Nettle focuses on the “action tendencies” associated with hedonically positive and hedonically negative emotions.

(3) The context-sensitivity of judgments of well-being.  I’ll suggest that self-report of level 1 and level 2 affects show similar context-sensitivities.  One of the contexts I’ll want to emphasize is “current mood” (e.g., p. 35).  Note that Nettle provides a couple of examples of the attribution of mood to self-reported judgments of other affective states.  

Some comments and questions about Chapt 1 of Emotions in Social Relations
This will be a more difficult read for those of you new to academic psychology.  The following highlights some important areas to think about as you read.  Don’t worry if some or all of this chapter is not clear to you at this point – these theories and the thought topics below will recur throughout the semester.  Consider this a “warming up” exercise.

After introducing the central goal of the book, i.e., the exploration of social influences on emotions, the opening sections (pp. 3-9) attempt to contrast the “Jamesian” position (called the feedback theory) with appraisal theories of emotion.  As may be apparent, the authors would (I believe) classify themselves as appraisal theorists.  However, there are several difficulties that occur in comparing these theories as they are laid out by the authors.  Recognizing these difficulties at the beginning will help us to avoid the false dichotomies sometimes set up in the study of emotions.

The first difficulty occurs because of the attempt to describe sequences of psychological events.  Sequential (serial, this-then-that) processing appears in many cognitive models and is a hold-over from early computer-based metaphors for neural and psychological processing. Phoebe Ellsworth (1994, see suggested reading), among others, has argued cogently that the attempt to formulate discrete sequences such as those in Figures 1.1, 1.2, and 1.3 are misguided.  Indeed, on p. 8 the authors acknowledge that there is disagreement regarding the sequence in Fig 1.2.  We’ll focus our discussion on the difficulties of sequencing in Figs 1.1 and 1.3.

It also appears that Fig 1.1 and 1.3 are not using the label “emotion” to mean the same thing.  A close reading of the text may help you to formulate some hypotheses about how the models in these two Figures can be brought together.  (Hint: where would you put the label “subjective experience” or “feelings” in each of these models?)

Another difficulty is that “unconscious” (or implicit) and “conscious” (or explicit) processing are not separately identified in any of these models.  Accompanying this is the tendency to consider “appraisals” as necessarily conscious. Two things to question:  (1)  the role of “appraisals” is not designated in the diagrams of Fig 1.1; 

(2) “appraisal” is assigned to one “box” in Figure 1.3,  

The authors acknowledge the distinction between conscious and unconscious processing in the paragraph that bridges pp. 7 and 8, ending the paragraph with a stated concern about how one demonstrates the working of unconscious processes.  We will have to keep this concern in view, but it’s useful to start by considering the various examples of social influences on appraisal outlined on pp. 12-13.  How many of these influences seem to operate at a manifestly conscious level?

The description of the implementation of display rules on p.17 provides a second example of why it’s desirable to keep conscious and unconscious processing separate.  In particular, think about whether “culturally learned conventions,” or display rules, are always “explicit” (consciously implemented, or consciously recognized) regulations. 

Finally, consider the description of feedback theory on p. 5, then the attempt to undermine this theory on the basis of the undifferentiated nature of bodily or physiological activities on pp. 13-16.   It may not be obvious, but the bodily activities under study in nearly all the investigations reported in this second section are adjustments of the peripheral autonomic nervous system (e.g., heart rate, skin conductance, blood flow).  Feedback theory has a special place in current work on emotions, so we’ll need to be sure we understand this theory correctly.
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Suggested reading (N.B. a longer list will be provided with the first writing assignment).

Ellsworth, P.C. (1994).  William James and emotion: is a century of fame worth a century of misunderstanding?  Psychological Review, 101(2), 222-229.

